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FOREWORD

The extant literature on leadership and organizational science 
is both immense and intimidating. While military research sci-
entists and academics are the primary contributors and readers 
of this vast body of work, their intention is to, ultimately, com-
municate knowledge about the most effective ways to organize 
and lead to those entrusted with the responsibility of organizing 
and leading soldiers, sailors, and air personnel. This transition 
is unlikely to occur if practitioners must read volumes of pages 
on theories devoid of practical advice guiding on-the-ground 
implementation. Rather, it is necessary to present leadership and 
organizational theory relevant to military leaders and leader de-
velopers, but in a manner that also provides specific guidance on 
how to apply the theories to achieve desired outcomes.

I am pleased to introduce From Knowing to Doing: International 
Perspectives on Leading Effectively, the thirteenth volume of the 
International Military Leadership Association Working Group 
(IMLAW) series published by the Canadian Defence Academy 
Press. In this book, 24 authors from 8 countries offer their advice 
to leaders across the depth and breadth of military service. The 
book opens with a series of chapters that provide practical advice 
for tactical leaders on improving the effectiveness of their teams 
and units. Authors from the United States, India, New Zealand 
and Sweden explain how leaders can leverage leadership theo-
ries to maximize the motivation and subsequent performance of 
their teams, use communication behaviours to develop character, 
engage power and influence to effectively achieve valued organi-
zational ends, apply behavioural change theories to improve the 
well-being of personnel, and contend with the deleterious effects 
of “fake news.” The second section of the book provides practical 
advice to strategic leaders who wish to improve the effectiveness 
of their organizations and services. Authors from Sweden and 
the United States describe how leaders can navigate their post-
scarcity organizations, employ the concepts of empowerment 
and fit to change organizational culture, and harness existing 
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organizational structures and processes to facilitate strategic 
change.  In the third and final section, a series of chapters advise 
practitioners working on leader/organizational development for 
operations. Authors from Indonesia, Singapore, South Africa 
and Canada explain how to foster critical thinking in service 
members, how to build and maintain effective command teams, 
how to prepare leaders on the edge for conflict missions in  
Africa, and how to use gender and cultural perspectives to more 
effectively operate in new environments.       

Established in 2005, the IMLAW provides a forum for research-
ers, academics, and members of military leadership institutes 
to collaborate on a wide variety of projects. This volume is one 
of the tangible outcomes of this longstanding collaboration. 
I commend the efforts of the authors, editors, and publishing 
staff in producing this work and enthusiastically endorse our 
continuing relationship. The IMLAW continues to further the 
understanding of the many facets of military leadership and to  
provide practical guidance for dealing with leadership issues for  
the benefit of its members.

L. Cassivi
Rear-Admiral
Commander, Canadian Defence Academy
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CHAPTER 1

THE LEADER’S ROLE IN MOTIvATING 
PERFORMANCE

Lieutenant Colonel (Retired) Douglas Lindsay, PhD;  
Lieutenant Colonel Daniel J. Watola, PhD; and Walter Borman, PhD*

INTRODUCTION
The leader sets the vision for where the organization is 
headed, what is allowed and what will not be tolerated. 
Failures in this mandate lead to adverse consequences not 
only for the organization, but more importantly, for mem-
bers of the organization.1

The vast literature on leadership has shown that leadership mat-
ters. Good leadership matters, and bad leadership matters. In 
fact, when considering leadership in the context of the military, 
effective leadership can literally mean the difference between life 
and death. Admittedly, not all military operations put members 
at risk, but there is an underlying premise that performance is 
consequential and that failure to perform can mean the mission 
is not accomplished. In such an environment, it is critical to un-
derstand the link between leadership and performance.

This will be addressed in this chapter through a specific ap-
proach. First, we will discuss leadership in a military context. 
This is critical as leadership in a military environment has 
unique constraints that are not typically found in other organiza-
tions. Next, we will explain what is meant by performance. Since 
people have different conceptions of performance, it is instruc-
tive to address those differences. Following this framing of the 
military and performance, we will discuss motivation and how 

* The views expressed in this chapter are those of the authors and do not necessarily  
reflect those of the United States Air Force Academy, the United States Air Force, the 
United States Department of Defense or the University of South Florida.
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it relates to job performance. Finally, we close with a review of 
several applicable leadership theories and associated takeaways 
for leaders who want to motivate and improve the performance 
of their organizations. 

LEADERSHIP IN A MILITARY CONTEXT
Leadership is a fundamental tenet of being a military professional. 
Wong and colleagues endorsed this by stating that “leadership 
and the military are practically inseparable.”2 This was echoed by 
Sadler, Lindsay, Hunter and Day as they proposed that, “Leader-
ship is a foundation of military culture and the military is highly 
invested in leadership training that occurs through education, 
operational assignments, mentoring and self-development.”3 
In fact, an officer in the United States (US) Army can expect to 
spend 3 years of their 20-year career in some form of leader-
ship program.4 This investment takes the form of professional 
military education, advanced degrees and various other courses. 
In addition, the military utilizes job rotation, developmental as-
signments, on-the-job training and mentoring to develop its of-
ficers. Developing effective leaders is a military priority. 

Leadership is certainly not unique to the military. While leader-
ship is often studied in military organizations and contexts, the 
reality is that much of what makes a leader effective is common 
to leaders in many different types of organizations. The ability to 
care for, develop, motivate and support subordinates is just good 
leadership. For example, we know that factors such as extraver-
sion, cognitive ability and conscientiousness are hallmarks of ef-
fective leaders.5 This is true whether the leader is serving in the 
military or in a private corporation. What can be unique, howev-
er, is how leadership behaviours are manifested. This is because 
there are certain characteristics that are unique to the military. 
Several of these are important to recognize as they impact how 
leadership is enacted in a military context. 

First, when people refer to the military, it must be acknowledged 
that it is not a unitary construct. In fact, there are many different 
groups of people who fall under the military label. 
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For example, the US military contains three professions: army, 
maritime and aerospace. These professions are generally (but not 
wholly) contained in the Departments of the Army, Navy and 
Air Force. Each profession has its own culture and, hence, its 
own unique aspects of leadership. Additionally, ‘‘military’’ may 
refer to people wearing the uniform all the time (the active duty 
forces), part of the time (the reserves and National Guard) or 
none of the time (defense employees and military families).6

As a result, we need to make sure that we specify who we are 
referring to as “military personnel” as each have certain proce-
dures and characteristics that are unique to that group. In most 
cases, when people refer to the military, they are referring to 
those personnel serving on active duty. This will be the case for 
the remainder of this chapter.

Another characteristic that is unique to every military around 
the world is the use of a rank structure. While each branch or 
service may have different insignia or labels for their ranks, all 
ranks have salience and meaning.7 At any given time, and in ev-
ery interaction, it is readily apparent who is senior and who is 
junior. This palpable reminder can have a significant effect on 
the leadership and followership dynamic. While the senior rank-
ing person is typically the leader, this is not always the case. For 
example, a transport pilot may exercise authority over a higher 
ranking passenger because of his/her role as aircraft commander. 
In such instances, the interpretation of rank can be confusing 
to non-military personnel, as in traditional organizations formal 
leadership is anchored to the position or job title of the individ-
ual. The “rank” between those on a project team is less obvious 
and typically not as relevant as in military organizations.

A third difference between military and non-military organi-
zations involves the mission sets conducted by the military.  
As many military scholars have written, there has been an in-
crease in the different types of missions that military personnel 
have been called on to perform over the past couple of decades.8 
This is in response to what many have referred to as the volatile, 
uncertain, complex and ambiguous (VUCA) nature of current 
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operating environments.9 In contrast to traditional kinetic op-
erations, a majority of the operations now involve non-kinetic 
functions such as peacekeeping, disaster relief and nation sup-
port. In addition, many military operations include not just a 
single nation’s military forces, but those from other nations in 
the form of coalitions. A recent example is the International  
Security Assistance Force (ISAF) which consisted of over 50  
nations’ military forces, non-governmental organizations 
(NGO), and government agencies operating in Afghanistan. 
These changes have not only affected the type of work that is 
done, but also how it is done. Put simply, military operations 
now range from supporting civilians after a natural disaster to 
full-scale kinetic operations. As a result, in order to properly un-
derstand leadership in the military, it is also important to iden-
tify where this leadership is to be enacted (e.g., in garrison, while 
deployed or within a host nation).

The final aspect worth mentioning is the structured nature of the 
military with respect to factors such as compensation. In tradi-
tional organizations, there are numerous opportunities for an in-
dividual to increase their salary, obtain promotions, change jobs, 
and/or move to a different location based on the individual’s 
preferences and available opportunities. In the military context, 
however, such factors are often centrally controlled. This means 
that an individual can make requests, but the decisions will likely 
be based on what is good for the service and the mission, and 
not necessarily what is good for the individual. This can have 
a detrimental impact on individual factors such as motivation 
and commitment. When you are dealing with an all-volunteer 
force such as the one utilized by the US military, this is not insig-
nificant as it affects what a leader can do to reward or motivate 
behaviour. When this is combined with the fact that all leaders 
are promoted from within, actions taken early in one’s career can 
have a profound effect on the availability of personnel a decade 
or two later.

These contextual factors are important as they set the stage for 
where leadership is enacted and where performance will be evalu-
ated. With this in mind, it is useful to now discuss “performance.” 
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WHAT IS PERFORMANCE?
When performance is mentioned, it is likely that people are 
thinking of different definitions because discussions of perfor-
mance can refer to job performance, task performance, or other 
social dynamics. Furthermore, the performance literature has 
conceptualized the construct in different ways. This is not insig-
nificant as we need to know what we are attempting to measure 
in order to understand the resultant outcomes. 

For a number of investigators,10 the performance to be 
modeled is a very precisely measured result of a carefully 
specified psychomotor activity, such as time on target for 
two-handed tracking behaviour. For others it is a reason-
ably well specified choice that must be made in a decision-
making situation.11 For still others, it is the process that 
scientists or engineers use when trying to solve a specific 
technical problem.12

This quote reveals we should have an understanding of what we 
mean when talking about performance. For the purposes of this 
chapter, we define job performance as “the degree to which an 
individual helps the organization reach its goals.”13 This perfor-
mance is also behavioural, episodic, evaluative and multidimen-
sional, which further explains why people can often frame per-
formance in different ways. Regardless, this definition provides 
us with a common frame of reference as we think about general 
job performance.  

TASK PERFORMANCE

The multidimensional nature of performance requires that we 
acknowledge two specific types of performance that combine 
to make up job performance: task performance and contextual 
performance. When most people think about performance, they 
are generally thinking about task performance, which consists 
of discrete work elements that are part of one’s job. These can 
range from basic tasks such as filling out logistics spreadsheets 
to larger tasks such as deploying a unit. These prescribed ele-
ments are intended to be executed in a specific way according 
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to specific guidance. Motowidlo and colleagues suggested task 
performance consists of two parts.

One consists of activities that transform raw materials into 
the goods and services that are the organization’s prod-
ucts. They include activities such as selling merchandise in 
a retail store, operating a production machine in a manu-
facturing plant, teaching in a school, performing surgery 
in a hospital, and cashing checks in a bank. A second type 
of task performance consists of activities that service and 
maintain the technical core by replenishing its supply of 
raw materials; distributing its finished products; or pro-
viding important planning, coordination, supervising or 
staff functions that enable it to function effectively and 
efficiently. Thus, task performance bears a direct relation 
to the organization’s technical core, either by executing its 
technical process or by maintaining and servicing its tech-
nical requirements.14 

Task performance includes those elements that are tied to the 
work itself, and accomplishing discreet pieces of work that are 
aligned with an organization’s goals.

CONTEXTUAL PERFORMANCE
Contextual performance, often referred to as citizenship perfor-
mance, refers to such behavioural dimensions as personal sup-
port, organizational support and conscientious initiative.15 Per-
sonal support involves helping others in the organization (e.g., 
peers or supervisors), cooperating with others, and putting team 
objectives ahead of personal interests. Organizational support 
is concerned with favourably representing the organization by 
defending and promoting its objectives, as well as supporting 
the organization’s mission and objectives. Finally, conscientious 
initiative involves persisting with extra effort despite difficult 
conditions, and taking the initiative to do all that is necessary 
to accomplish objectives even if they are not normally a part of 
one’s duties. As anyone who is familiar with the military can at-
test, these three dimensions are critical to military effectiveness.
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A useful way to view contextual performance is by contrasting 
it with task performance. First, task activities involve the techni-
cal proficiency part of a job, meaning they contribute directly 
to the technical core. On the other hand, contextual activities 
do not support the technical core itself as much as they support 
the organizational, social and psychological environment sur-
rounding the job. Second, task activities usually vary from job to 
job, whereas contextual activities are common across jobs. For 
example, volunteering, persisting, helping and cooperating are 
important for all jobs. Third, because task performance has to do 
with proficiency related to carrying out task activities, the im-
portant human characteristics are knowledge, skills and abilities 
that covary with task proficiency. The main source of variation 
in contextual performance, however, involves volition and pre-
disposition, which are probably better predicted by motivational 
characteristics and predispositional variables represented by 
personality characteristics.  

A military perspective on contextual performance is provided by 
the results of efforts to define the criterion domain for Project A, 
a large project undertaken to improve selection and placement 
systems for all entry-level jobs in the US Army.16 One of the first 
steps toward defining the criteria for these jobs was to develop 
a conceptual model of soldier effectiveness.17 This model sought 
to describe aspects of soldier effectiveness that cut across all jobs 
in the Army. This was not a small undertaking as there are more 
than 190 Military Occupation Specialties for enlisted members 
of the Army. This model assumed that soldier effectiveness in-
volves more than just performing assigned job duties effectively; 
it proposed that the common across-job soldier performance 
elements have close ties to the constructs of organizational com-
mitment, organizational socialization and morale.

Organizational commitment refers to the strength of a person’s 
identification with and involvement in the organization.18 It in-
corporates the attitudinal and cognitive elements of acceptance 
and internalization of organizational values and goals; motiva-
tion to exert effort toward accomplishing organizational objec-
tives; and enduring intentions of staying in the organization. The 
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concept transcends job involvement and motivation to perform 
the specific tasks that comprise the job. It suggests a sense of 
loyalty to the organization as a whole and a desire to fulfil more 
general role requirements that come with organizational mem-
bership. Thus, behavioural manifestations of organizational com-
mitment are thought to reflect one aspect of soldier effectiveness. 

Organizational socialization is the process by which an individ-
ual acquires the social knowledge and skills necessary to assume  
an organizational role.19 Of course, some part of this is job- 
specific. When the socialization process is successful, a person 
will acquire not only job-related skills, but also new patterns of 
behaviour with subordinates, peers and superiors in the orga-
nization, and new attitudes, beliefs, and values in line with or-
ganizational norms. Such individual changes are crucial to en-
suring the behaviours of different organization members will be 
smoothly coordinated when accomplishing the organization’s 
mission. As a result, soldier effectiveness might be regarded as 
partly a reflection of successful socialization. Soldiers whose 
behaviour and attitudes more closely align with Army norms 
might be regarded as more effective soldiers and considered of 
greater value to the Army.

The concept of military morale includes feelings of determina-
tion to overcome obstacles, confidence about the likelihood of 
success, strong support of ideals, optimism in the face of adver-
sity, and group cohesiveness.20 Motowidlo and Borman reported 
the results of a study designed in part to identify behavioural di-
mensions of morale in the US Army.21 The resulting dimensions 
included teamwork and cooperation and reactions to adversity. 
Because morale seems to figure so prominently as a determinant 
of unit effectiveness, behavioural dimensions like these should 
also reflect important elements of soldier effectiveness.

As this discussion of contextual performance has indicated, 
when the term performance is mentioned, it can encompass 
everything from specific task performance to a much broader 
conceptualization that includes behaviours such as citizenship. 
Therefore, when referring to performance, we must be diligent 



I NTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES ON LEADING EFFECTIVELY           | 9

CHAPTER 1

in describing what we mean as it can have implications for what 
is examined and even how it is measured. With this broader un-
derstanding of performance, we can now examine the relation-
ship between motivation and job performance. 

MOTIvATION AND JOB PERFORMANCE
Campbell and colleagues developed a model that asserted job 
performance is the result of three determinants (Equation 1).22 
The first is declarative knowledge (DK) or the factual knowledge 
and understanding required to perform a job or its component 
tasks. The second is procedural knowledge and skill (PKS), de-
fined as the knowledge of how to perform a job or its component 
tasks. The third and final determinant is motivation (M), which 
is concerned with the conditions that create variations in the de-
cision to exert effort, and the intensity and persistence of that 
effort. Campbell et al. also noted the importance of several other 
factors in producing job performance (e.g., ability, personality, 
training and experience); however, they classified these factors 
as indirect rather than direct determinants, because they affected 
performance indirectly by changing the level of DK, PKS or M.

Equation 1. Job Performance

Declarative Knowledge (DK) x Procedural Knowledge and  
Skill (PKS) x Motivation (M) = Performance

It is important to note that Equation 1 is a multiplicative model; 
performance is the product of the three determinants. Therefore, 
the absence of any one determinant will drive performance to 
zero. For example, if a soldier’s DK or PKS is zero, then it does 
not matter the level of motivation, his/her performance will also 
be zero. Conversely, if a soldier has an abundance of DK or PKS, 
but no motivation to employ them, then his/her performance 
will similarly be zero. Thus, to maximize service member perfor-
mance, the military should seek to maximize DK, PKS and M.

The scientific theory supporting the education, training, and de-
velopment of DK and PKS is well established and supported by 
practitioners in the fields of education, educational psychology, 
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industrial and organizational (or work) psychology, human re-
source management, and organizational behaviour. Once service 
members are socialized to their nation’s military via basic mili-
tary training, they typically enter a technical training program 
designed to provide the DK and PKS determinants required to 
perform their specialized function or job for the military. Less 
attention is paid to M in technical training. Given that M is co-
equal with DK and PKS in the preceding multiplicative model of 
performance, this is unfortunate, as M is a critical gatekeeper for 
service members to express their levels of DK and PKS. 

To demonstrate this gatekeeping role of motivation on perfor-
mance, imagine that we could accurately measure an individual’s 
DK, PKS and M using a series of assessments scored on a scale 
ranging from 0 to 100 percent. In Table 1.1, you see Airman A 
has exceptional DK and PKS scores, and is highly motivated to 
make use of these talents in the work environment. You also see 
Airman B is similarly exceptional in terms of DK and PKS, but 
lacks the motivation of Airman A. Thus, according to the equa-
tion, Airman B can be expected to perform at a much lower level 
than Airman A in the work environment. Whereas Airman A 
chooses to engage, works intensely, and persists in the face of 
adversity, Airman B is reluctant to engage, works half-heartedly, 
and may give up in the face of adversity despite having all of the 
knowledge and skills to be successful. 

DK      x PKS   x  M        = Performance

Airman A 0.98   x 0.96   x 0.97   = 0.91

Airman B 0.99   x 0.97   x 0.70   = 0.67

Table 1.1. Performance Comparison of Airmen A and B

So, while national militaries systematically resource their educa-
tion, training and development programs to impart the necessary 
DK and PKS, they often leave M to the leader or supervisor re-
sponsible for a soldier, aviator or sailor’s team, unit or context. 
This is not insignificant as contextual factors in the work envi-
ronment have long been recognized as a critical driver of work 
motivation and job performance.23 Furthermore, leaders and the 
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leadership contexts they create are likely the most salient features 
of a work environment given the nature of military cultures. For 
example, Zaccaro, Ely and Nelson proposed a multilevel model 
of leadership processes and work motivation that suggested 
leader directive behaviours influence subordinates’ motivational 
states such as self-efficacy, empowerment, work-related trust and 
commitment.24 Essentially, they supported Campbell et al.’s ap-
proach by suggesting that leader behaviours are an indirect de-
terminant of M. Put simply, leader behaviours have the capacity 
to create a leadership context that affects subordinate motiva-
tion, and therefore job performance. 

LEADERSHIP AND MOTIvATION
There are several leadership theories featuring strong motiva-
tional components that can advise leaders on how to set the con-
ditions for their subordinates to improve performance. In this 
section, we will review three leadership theories and their be-
havioural prescriptions: Path-Goal Theory, Leader-Member Ex-
change (LMX) Theory and Transformational Leadership Theory.

PATH-GOAL THEORY
Path-Goal Theory is a leadership theory that describes how lead-
ers should motivate their subordinates to accomplish desired 
goals.25 Whether a leader’s behaviour motivates subordinates 
(or not) depends on the subordinate’s needs and the nature of 
the task at hand. Therefore, leaders must attend to these things, 
then choose a leadership style that increases subordinate’s expec-
tations for success. Such behaviours will remove obstacles and 
make clear the subordinate’s “path” to goal achievement, effec-
tively motivating actions to accomplish goals and reap rewards. 

The subordinate characteristics that leaders should consider are 
the need for affiliation (i.e., a sense of belonging to a group), 
preference for structure, desire for control (i.e., internal or exter-
nal locus of control), and self-perceived level of task ability. The 
relevant task characteristics are the design of the task at hand 
(e.g., clarity, repetitiveness), the nature of the organization’s  
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authority system (e.g., strong or weak), and the norms of the so-
cial work group (e.g., supportive or non-supportive). Once the 
subordinate and task characteristics are assessed, the leader can 
adapt their leadership style to the motivational needs of their 
subordinates and the work to be accomplished. 

When employing Path-Goal Theory to motivate subordinates, 
leaders have four leadership style options: directive, supportive, 
participating and achievement-oriented leadership. Directive 
style behaviours include providing instruction, rules, guidance, 
expectations, and standards of performance to subordinates to 
aid in task completion. This style is most effective when subor-
dinates favour strict rule following and obedience to authority, 
and the task is complex and ambiguous with no clear way ahead.  
In this situation, the leader’s directive style is motivating to 
subordinates because it provides the structure and guidance 
that they crave in order to confidently and purposefully engage  
the task.

A supportive style consists of being friendly and approachable 
to subordinates, attending to the well-being and needs of sub-
ordinates, and showing respect for the dignity of subordinates. 
When a task is boring due to high structure, low challenge or 
mere repetition, and subordinates are unsatisfied or bored, a 
leader’s supportive style provides a nurturing, comforting, hu-
man touch that soothes subordinates. In turn, this encourages 
subordinates to work through the task in spite of the frustrating 
nature of the task.

Participative style behaviours include consulting with subordi-
nates, seeking opinions and ideas, and integrating different per-
spectives into the decision-making processes of the work group. 
This style is most appropriate for leaders to employ when the 
task is unstructured and ambiguous, but subordinates have a 
high need for control and desire to work autonomously. In such 
situations, they prefer to collaborate with the leader to structure 
the work and be involved in decision-making. With renewed 
task and goal clarity, they are able to execute the plan.
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Finally, the achievement-oriented style involves establishing 
high standards of performance, challenging subordinates to per-
form high-quality work, seeking continuous improvement, and 
showing confidence in subordinates’ ability to accomplish chal-
lenging goals. When subordinates have high expectations and a 
high need for achievement, but are faced with a task that is com-
plex, ambiguous and difficult, they welcome the leader’s chal-
lenges to meet high standards of performance and expressions of 
confidence in their ability to do so. 

LEADER-MEMBER EXCHANGE THEORY
LMX Theory conceptualizes leadership as an interactive process 
that occurs between a leader and his/her followers.26 In contrast 
to Path-Goal Theory, which suggests leaders should use a par-
ticular leadership style when leading subordinates, LMX Theory 
focuses on the relationship a leader has with each follower and 
characterizes the relationship as either in-group or out-group. In 
an in-group relationship, the leader provides more information, 
shows more concern, and expresses more confidence in the fol-
lower as compared to followers who have an out-group relation-
ship with that leader.27 As a result, in-group followers are more 
involved, communicative and dependable than their out-group 
peers. They also demonstrate more commitment to the organi-
zation, more positive attitudes and feelings of energy.28 Thus, in-
group followers tend to do more for their leaders.  

How can leaders cultivate high-quality, in-group relationships 
with their followers in order to reap the benefits of positive 
attitudes? Graen and Uhl-Bien have described a “leadership-
making” process consisting of three phases.29 In the Stranger 
Phase, the leader-follower relationship is characterized by low-
quality exchanges in which the leader and follower interact in 
a self-interested manner consistent with their prescribed roles.  
Essentially, the leader makes requests of the follower and the fol-
lower complies in exchange for promised rewards such as salary, 
benefits and continued employment. As such, the influence is 
one-way, extending from leader to follower. During this period, 
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leaders look for followers that are extraverted, enthusiastic, and 
active contributors; followers look for leaders who are agreeable, 
pleasant, cooperative and trusting.30 Such observations may trig-
ger readiness on the part of the leader and follower to transition 
to the second phase of leadership-making.

In the Acquaintance Phase, either the leader or the follower may 
make an offer to improve the quality of social exchanges by shar-
ing more work-related information or other resources. This offer 
serves as a “test” whereby the leader can assess whether or not 
the follower is willing to take on greater responsibilities and the 
follower can assess whether or not the leader is willing to pro-
vide new challenges or more beneficial opportunities. Thus, the 
parties begin to shift from self- to other-interested, the direction 
of influence becomes reciprocal, and mutual trust and respect 
grow.

Finally, in the Partnership Phase, leader and follower engage in 
high-quality exchanges in which followers may go above and 
beyond what is normally expected, while leaders may provide 
preferential treatment in the form of additional information, en-
couragement and developmental support. Their relationship is 
characterized by a high degree of mutual trust, respect and recip-
rocal obligation. With this level of trust and respect, leader and 
follower roles are negotiated, influence is reciprocal, and both 
the leader and follower are both concerned with the interests of 
the work group.

Overall, LMX Theory suggests leaders should use the leadership-
making process to create high quality, in-group relationships 
with each of their subordinates, so that the resulting mutual 
trust and respect leads to increased effort and commitment (e.g., 
motivation) to the work group, and ultimately greater organiza-
tional performance. 

TRANSFORMATIONAL LEADERSHIP THEORY

James MacGregor Burns distinguished between transaction-
al and transformational forms of leadership.31 He suggested 
the transactional form of leadership is based on an exchange  
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relationship between leaders and their followers, such that each 
party’s needs are met via workplace transactions (e.g., followers 
help to achieve the leader’s objectives; leaders reward follow-
ers with a salary, bonuses or other benefits). This definition is 
very similar to major components of LMX Theory. In contrast, 
he indicated the transformational form of leadership involves a 
process by which a leader appeals to followers’ values, needs and 
aspirations to elevate their morality and motivation to achieve 
their fullest potential. The transformational form of leadership 
is superior to the transactional form as it has been shown to 
be positively related to followers’ satisfaction with their leader, 
overall job satisfaction, organizational commitment, work moti-
vation, and supervisory ratings of leader effectiveness.32 

Bass and colleagues later incorporated this distinction in a Model 
of Transformational and Transactional Leadership, which is now 
referred to as the Full Range Leadership Development (FRLD) 
Model.33 Sosik and Jung provide the most detailed and compre-
hensive explanation of the FRLD Model, where the transforma-
tional form of leadership encompasses four styles of leadership, 
collectively referred to as the “4Is” of transformational leader-
ship: idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual 
stimulation, and individualized consideration. Rather than 
leading by corrections or transactions, the 4Is work in concert 
to inspire followers to perform beyond expectations and create 
meaningful change in themselves, their coworkers and the orga-
nization. The inspirational motivation component of the 4Is is 
most relevant to this chapter, as it involves the leader expressing 
the vision, initiative, energy and persistence required to moti-
vate followers to exceed performance expectations as they work 
toward that vision. 

According to Sosik and Jung, inspirational motivation can be ac-
complished by leaders performing five behaviours which create 
positive psychological states in their followers, which in turn in-
trinsically motivates them to exert extra effort toward a mean-
ingful vision, and persist in these efforts when confronted with 
obstacles to success.34 The first behaviour involves articulating a 
compelling vision of the future. This helps followers link their 
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past and present to their future, so they understand why the vi-
sion is a desirable outcome. The second behaviour consists of 
talking optimistically about the future, which serves to motivate 
followers by stimulating their creativity, productivity and per-
sistence. For the third behaviour, the leader provides an exciting 
image of what is essential to consider; that is, the leader focus-
es on essential priorities, goals or milestones needed to realize 
the vision. This is buttressed by the fourth behaviour – talking 
enthusiastically about what needs to be accomplished to create 
enthusiasm and a positive attitude. Finally, the leader engages 
the fifth behaviour by expressing confidence that goals will be 
achieved in order to build confidence and self-efficacy. In sum, 
leaders can leverage the inspirational motivation component 
of transformational leadership to create positive psychological 
states that motivate their followers to exceed performance ex-
pectations.

As can be seen from the above discussion of leadership theories, 
there are multiple ways that effective leadership can be enacted 
in the military and other organizations to motivate performance. 
In the final section of this chapter, we will summarize several 
key takeaways to help leaders determine what motivated perfor-
mance effectiveness might look like.

KEY TAKEAWAYS
What can be seen through this examination of leadership theo-
ries is that there are many things that a leader can do to influence 
performance. Although we discussed some specific behaviours 
associated with each leadership theory in the preceding section, 
we also offer four practical takeaways.

First, the leader sets the conditions for soldier performance. While 
certain conditions are inherent to the military (e.g., bureaucracy, 
rank, mobility) and the types of missions it performs (e.g., de-
ployments, joint operations, peacekeeping activities, humanitar-
ian aid), the leader plays a large role in setting the culture of the 
organization. Specifically, the leader has a significant amount of 
latitude in determining how work is actually accomplished. Not 
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only does the leader decide the process by which work will be 
done, he or she also influences such factors as who will do the 
work, what resources are available, and how success is defined.

The primary means for leaders to set conditions is to establish 
the command culture in their organization, unit or team. This 
starts with the socialization of new members and continues until 
the leader transitions to another position, although the impact 
of a leader can linger well beyond their tenure in the organiza-
tion. This happens through both direct and indirect actions of 
the leader. For example, one of the ways that followers learn what 
is important within the organization is by watching the leader 
to determine what is important to him or her. The things that 
a leader pays attention to, rewards, punishes and ignores sets a 
priority scheme for the followers as to what to do and not do. 
Through this process, we see many of the factors that align with 
effective leadership and several of those identified in the previ-
ous discussion on leadership theories. From a job performance 
standpoint, this can involve the leader making sure the members 
have all of the resources and information that they need. From 
a contextual performance standpoint, this could mean setting 
the conditions where team members embrace a culture of col-
laboration rather than competition; they are encouraged to help 
and support one another to achieve meaningful outcomes and 
rewards. Put simply, leaders must understand that they are re-
sponsible and accountable for the culture of their unit.

Second, leaders need to make sure that the soldiers under their 
command have the DK and PKS necessary to be successful. 
While the military technical training system should provide a 
basic degree of DK and PKS, as technology advances and threats 
evolve, it may be necessary to send soldiers to supplementary 
training to maintain their effectiveness. This could also mean 
sending soldiers to professional military education programs or 
rotating them through various positions so that they are able to 
round out their skill set(s). It may also mean challenging mem-
bers through intellectual stimulation to try new methods to 
identify and creatively solve new problems. 
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For a leader to recognize if their followers have the necessary DK 
and PKS is to know their people and their capabilities, interests 
and aspirations. This doesn’t just mean a cursory review of their 
performance over time, as this will only reveal what they can 
and cannot do, not what they might be able to do with additional 
training and development. As previously stated, LMX Theory 
encourages a leader to understand his/her followers’ needs and 
help them grow to their maximum potential. Much like a coach 
knows the performance parameters of the athletes on their team 
well enough to make substitutions in response to the changing 
conditions of the contest, leaders need to know the capabilities of 
their followers in order to effectively utilize them to accomplish 
the mission. If deficits are identified, then the leader needs to be 
proactive to ensure that the individual receives the DK or PKS 
necessary to be effective and contribute to the team.

Third, leaders need to help followers understand their contri-
bution to achieving unit goals. Path-Goal Theory suggests that 
leaders have several leadership styles at their disposal: directive, 
supportive, participating and achievement-oriented. When lead-
ers know their followers’ needs, they can choose the style that is 
most effective for motivating high performance and consequently 
increase the chances of achieving unit goals. To assist in this 
process, leaders should identify followers’ individual goals and 
help them see how these goals support the larger team and or-
ganizational goals and apply inspirational motivation to encour-
age action. At the team level, this process creates synergy when 
all team members understand their role, the role of others, and 
how they can work together. This all starts with the leader who 
sets a supportive, collaborative culture where teamwork is valued  
and rewarded.

As mentioned earlier, relationships matter. They can influence 
not only individual performance but also team performance. 
One critical issue concerns the presence of in-groups and out-
groups as discussed in LMX Theory. Leaders need to under-
stand the implications of having a large out-group within their 
team(s) and organization. Not only does the presence of out-
group members serve as a drag on the overall motivation and  
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performance of the organization, but it also indicates the pres-
ence of personnel in the unit that feel marginalized and under-
valued. This is not healthy for the individual or the organization. 
Given the advantages afforded the organization by in-groups, it 
is incumbent on the leader – not the follower – to initiate and 
nurture in-group relationships via the leadership making pro-
cess. In the event that some followers appear to decline leaders’ 
offers in the Acquaintance Phase of leadership making, the lead-
er should continue to pursue an in-group relationship by elimi-
nating personal barriers that could preclude a more productive 
relationship with the leader.

A final takeaway is concerned with how to define performance. 
As previously discussed, performance is more than just “getting 
the job done;” there are other supporting behaviours that help 
ensure the mission is accomplished. Just as leaders are often ad-
monished not to neglect relationship-oriented behaviours in fa-
vour of task-related behaviours, leaders must remember the im-
portance of citizenship behaviours and contextual performance 
in accomplishing tasks and producing effective job performance. 
When followers recognize that they work in a unit and for a 
leader that not only wants them to be successful but also sup-
ports them in that success, then they will respond with effective 
performance whether working alone or in teams. When leaders 
have successfully created this type of command culture, they will 
then reap the benefits of both high performance and high com-
mitment and morale.

CONCLUSION
As we have described in this chapter, the leader plays a signifi-
cant role in influencing individual job or contextual perfor-
mance. This starts by properly recognizing the factors that are 
inherent to the military context because these are critical to set 
the boundary conditions for what is possible and why followers 
might or might not exhibit certain behaviours. It also includes 
understanding the role that the leader has in motivating his/her 
followers. When aligned with the appropriate leadership behav-
iours, the leader’s efforts can have numerous positive effects on 
member motivation and performance.  
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CHAPTER 2

COMMUNICATIvE BEHAvIOUR AS 
TRANSFORMATIvE POWER OF  

MILITARY LEADERSHIP 
Lieutenant Colonel Samir Rawat, PhD*

“Give the world the best you have and you may get hurt.  
Give the world your best anyway.”   

– Mother Teresa 

INTRODUCTION 
The luxury of head hunting as it exists in the corporate world – 
teleporting leaders from rival organizations – is not an option for 
the military. Instead, the military must invest in and painstak-
ingly develop leaders from within. To ensure a continuous sup-
ply of leaders, leadership learning and development initiatives 
are an organic and ongoing process that includes, but is not lim-
ited to, individual and collective training cycles. In the Indian 
Army, such cycles are embedded in their Systems Approach to 
Training.1

Communicative behaviour2 increases in scope and complexity 
as military leaders move from direct, visible roles (e.g., platoon, 
company and squadron level command) to more strategic lead-
ership positions (e.g., division and corps level command or Chief 
of the Army Staff). Under the scrutinizing and watchful eyes and 
ears of every soldier, leader behaviours must reflect the 3C’s of 
leadership:  competence which is the capability that one brings to 
a situation;3 commitment which is a strong, positive involvement 
and a continuing concern to given tasks;4 and character which 
involves those personal qualities demonstrated by a leader and 

* The views expressed in this chapter are those of the author and do not necessarily  
reflect those of Indian Armed Forces or India’s National Defence Academy.



 24 | FROM KNOWING TO DOING: 

INDIA

experienced by others in interpersonal and team interactions 
that include components of integrity, knowledge, respect and 
motivational inspiration.5  

This chapter discusses the deeper context surrounding an amal-
gamation of insights from effective communication research and 
leadership theories that show how leaders demonstrate charac-
ter through behaviour. Simply, actions speak louder than words 
and “what congruent leaders say is what they believe is what 
they do.” As we often observe leadership is neither about rank 
or senior appointments, it is rather the communicative behav-
iour that transcends rank authority and transforms collective 
soldier potential into optimal performance in support of desired 
outcomes. In other words, the effect of communicative behav-
iour demonstrated through conscientious actions develops into 
an army of character, which in turn, is the inner strength that 
provides purpose, direction, morale and motivation to sustain 
troops in battle.

Therefore, how does leadership behaviour change the attitude of 
the troops under command, if at all? Can leadership behaviour 
be modelled downward to the rank and file to enhance the per-
formance of the unit? Could it flow upward as well with similar 
effect? Answers to these questions may provide the foundation 
of leadership training programs for senior military leadership. 
This chapter discusses these concepts with the various facets of 
leadership and concludes with an overview of the effective com-
munication behaviours leaders can employ to transform and 
motivate their soldiers under prolonged duress in volatile, un-
certain, complex and ambiguous environments, and ultimately 
achieve mission success.

UNDERSTANDING TRANSFORMATIONAL 
POWER:  LEADERS AS INFLUENCERS 
In this chapter, referent power is of interest, as it refers to the 
capacity of the leader to influence the behaviour and attitudes 
of soldiers.6 An ability to inspire and influence is the essence of 
leadership.7,8  Before discussing the nature of leadership further, 
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it is worthwhile to clarify the terms that will be used in this chap-
ter. Power refers to the potential capacity to influence people, in-
cluding attitudes and behaviours, things and events.9 Researchers 
have identified five types of power:  reward, coercive, legitimate, 
expert and referent power.10 

Kelman proposed three different types of influence processes:  
instrumental compliance, internalization and personal identifi-
cation.11 However, they are mutually exclusive components. For 
example, a soldier may be committed to a self-development pro-
gram proposed by a leader because the soldier expects positive 
outcomes and tangible gains from his/her participation, believes 
in the ideals of the developmental program, and identifies with 
the leader.

Of the three influence processes, personal identification is impor-
tant within this context as soldiers imitate leader behaviour and 
adopt leader attitudes, possibly to please the leader. The motiva-
tion for the soldier, in all probability, is driven by his/her need for 
acceptance and esteem. By gaining the leader’s approval and that 
of the team, the soldier is able to maintain a relationship that sat-
isfies his/her need for acceptance. In other words, efforts to emu-
late the leader as a role model help the soldier maintain a positive 
self-image. This, then, translates to the leader setting high stan-
dards of behaviour and performance for others to emulate.

PERSONAL IDENTIFICATION AS REFERENT 
POWER FOR LEADERS 
Referent power is derived from a soldier’s desire to please the 
leader for which they have strong feelings of admiration and loy-
alty. The strongest source of referent power is through personal 
identification, where the soldier will carry out orders to gain ap-
proval and acceptance, and make concerted efforts to imitate the 
leaders in behaviour and attitudes. Leaders can acquire referent 
power by engaging soldiers in specific actions, such as:
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• Setting impeccable standards of competence and commit-
ment.

• Demonstrating trust and respect. 
• Displaying strong bonds of camaraderie. 
• Actively participating with the team. 
• Seeking responsibility; finding opportunities to achieve and 

excel. 
• Displaying tolerance for stress and maintaining a calm and 

composed self in ambiguous and demanding situations. 
• Persisting in face of adversity. 
• Treating soldiers in a fair manner. 
• Expressing and consistently “living” military values. 
• Displaying genuine concern for the needs and feelings of 

soldiers at all times. 
• Doing things without expecting any personal gain or favour. 
• Reinforcing desired behaviour. 
• Showing acceptance and positive regard towards attitudes 

and behaviour that conform to military norms. 
• Creating a feeling of community. 
• Displaying sincerity and transparency; conducting them-

selves in an objective and impartial manner. 
• Valuing individuality and paying attention to individuals’ 

developmental needs. 
• Making the same sacrifices as those expected from soldiers. 

The author’s first brush with courage occurred while posted as a 
young volunteer officer at a forward post on the Siachen Glacier, 
the highest battlefield in the world.  

A new enemy [heavy machine gun] bunker had come up 
just 200 metres away, and was only detected by sighting 
birds hovering over the area, predictably looking for food 
in human inhabitation in an otherwise barren, glaciated 
terrain. While reconnaissance was being carried out to 
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neutralize and destroy this bunker, close inspection of the 
site was required, and as we (me and my rocket-propelled 
grenade launcher team of two) crouched closer, I stood up 
with my binoculars for a better view of the target, only to 
find myself pushed hard onto the ground by my buddy, a 
young soldier with barely two years of service. I had heard 
stories of people losing their bearings due to the effect of 
a long stay in extreme climates for prolonged durations, 
so I gathered myself and in all calmness asked the young 
soldier what was wrong with him. In the meanwhile, 
he stood up and acting as a human shield, stood ahead 
and signalled me to now observe the foreground, saying 
‘What face will I have back in the battalion, if something 
should happen to you? Besides, our mission will get com-
promised and I just wanted to ensure you were safe.’ This 
incident reflects personal identification at its best, and un-
derstandably, had early leadership lessons in courage for 
me – something that has been experienced firsthand.12 

ROLE MODELLING AS REFERENT POWER 

The best way to exercise referent power is through role model-
ling.13 Leaders that are liked and admired have considerable in-
fluence over soldiers by setting an example of desirable behav-
iour and attitudes. When identification through role modelling 
is strong, imitation is more likely occur even without conscious 
effort or intention by the leader. 

A word of caution, however; leaders who only appear to be 
friendly on the outside but are actually manipulative and willing 
to exploit soldiers will lose their influence power. Leaders must 
demonstrate integrity by being truthful and living up to their 
commitments and words. Soldiers also imitate undesirable be-
haviour in leaders they admire; hence, it is important to be aware 
of the examples one sets. For example, a tactics instructor who 
was professionally sound and well-liked by many cadets may 
have, unknowingly, been responsible for inculcating a smoking 
habit among cadets, as he smoked profusely during breaks. 
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USING REINFORCEMENT THEORY TO  
COMMUNICATIvE BEHAvIOUR 
Leadership researchers have defined leadership as a behavioural 
process of influencing activities of an organized group towards 
achieving specific goals.14,15 Others simply define leadership as a 
process of getting others to do what a leader wants them to do.16 
Yet, leadership is more complex than this, particularly when it 
comes to leadership in the military. 

Motivation theories are classified as either needs theories17 that 
describe the types of needs people have, or process theories18 

that describe and explain how a person’s needs are translated 
into actions and behaviours that ultimately satisfy the needs. Of 
the many process theories, three are important to military train-
ing: classical conditioning, reinforcement theory and expectancy 
theory of motivation. Importantly, reinforcement theory,19 which 
is based on the work of E. L. Thorndike20 and his law of effect, 
states that behaviours followed by satisfying experiences tend to 
be repeated,  while behaviours followed by annoyance or dissat-
isfaction tend to be avoided. B. F. Skinner used this principle in 
developing the operant conditioning model and reinforcement 
theory.21  

In a military leadership context, reinforcement theory suggests 
that military leaders must not only be concerned with imparting 
the right knowledge, skills and attitudes, but also with the con-
sequences that emanate from the learning process, for example, 
previous ways of doing tasks and newly acquired ways of doing 
tasks.

To develop effective communicative behaviour, it is important 
for leaders to understand social learning theory22  for example, 
to understand where to direct the soldier’s attention to remove/
minimize distractions, to attract/retain attention, to facilitate 
symbolic rehearsal as practice, and ultimately encourage the re-
production of desired behaviour.23 An instructor asking a pilot 
trainee to imagine a hypothetical flight situation is a symbolic 
rehearsal, whilst the transformation of the acquired learning 
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into actual behaviour is an example of behaviour reproduction. 
Typically, military training provides good examples of differenc-
es between behavioural reproduction and symbolic rehearsal. 
Missile gunners in tank crews learn to fire a missile by read-
ing manuals, attending lectures, watching videos, engaging in 
computer-assisted, self-paced learning modules and interacting 
with seasoned and experienced missile gunner instructors. Once 
a sufficient amount of learning has been acquired, the missile 
gunners demonstrate knowledge of procedures in specific situa-
tions through discussions with the instructors. Trainees are then 
presented hypothetical situations to allow them to demonstrate 
adequate cognitive command and control of the missile systems, 
procedures and capabilities. Then trainees, use tank simulators 
to practice firing missiles at moving tank platforms. After dis-
playing competence in engaging and acquiring targets in the 
simulators, trainees then fire missiles from a real tank under the 
watchful eye of a seasoned missile gunner instructor. The simu-
lation and supervised missile firings are behavioural reproduc-
tion activities wherein a new generation missile tank gunner has 
learned the competencies and skills by observation and practice. 

A leader must not expect more from a soldier than what the 
leader himself/herself is willing to give or to be. The leader must 
be as committed and competent as he/she expects soldiers to be. 
Communicative behaviour has its roots in observational learn-
ing, whereby soldiers learn by observing, imitating and sub-
sequently acquiring the leader’s behaviours.24,25  What soldiers 
really observe is the reward (or punishment) given out by the 
leader in response to their behaviour. Leaders must learn to pro-
vide positive reinforcement for good behaviour, not only punish 
inappropriate behaviours. 

GUIDELINES FOR MODELLING BEHAvIOUR
For a leader to act as a role model for soldiers, he/she must have 
the soldiers’ complete attention in order to facilitate the effec-
tive learning of leader behaviours. It is not uncommon to find 
instructors in military training institutions drawing attention 
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to themselves. For example, the weapons instructor at the rifle 
range might say, “Pay close attention to how I strip this weapon.” 
Similarly, the physical training instructor makes a 10 meter jump 
seemingly mundane by demonstrating an effortless, splash-less 
jump into the pool. To learn exactly how both these behavioural 
actions are performed, soldiers need to remember the sequence 
of actions contributing to the performance. The ability to repli-
cate these behaviours may be limited at first, but it increases with 
the repeated performance of those desired skills. Finally, soldiers 
must be motivated to learn from their leaders. 

Understandably, soldiers do not emulate every behaviour they 
see; they focus on those that result in incentives or rewards. 
Therefore, it is incumbent on leaders to focus on those tasks that 
are attainable and consistent with desired goals and outcomes. 
It would be pertinent to note that soldiers learn not only what 
to do by observing leaders, but also what not to do. It has been 
well documented that toxic leaders will eventually meet their 
fate, and soldiers who observe this will refrain from engaging 
in those inappropriate behaviours themselves in order to avoid 
punishment.26,27,28 

CONCLUSION
Leaders communicate priorities, values, attitudes and concerns 
through their behaviours; they communicate these values and 
expectations by their actions, especially actions that display loy-
alty, commitment, self-sacrifice and service beyond the call of 
duty. A leader that institutes a policy or procedure but fails to act 
in accordance with it himself/herself is communicating a differ-
ent message (i.e., that it is not really important or necessary) and 
will lose credibility. Military leaders need not be the epitome of 
virtues and desirable qualities that require impeccable behaviour 
at all times; rather, they must strive to demonstrate effective be-
haviours to infuse in their soldiers and maximize their effective-
ness as a leader as a result. Essentially, leaders must be willing to 
practice what they preach, and that, in essence, is the transfor-
mational power of military leadership – leading by example. 
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CHAPTER 3

MILITARY LEADERSHIP AND  
THE EFFECTIvE USE OF POWER  

AND INFLUENCE
Lieutenant Colonel Peter J. Reiley, PhD; Christopher P. Kelley, PhD; 

and Shane D. Soboroff, PhD*

Military leaders are granted explicit power and authority by 
their rank and role in the chain of command, but may fail to 
influence followers effectively. Because of the nature of military 
structure and culture, they may use power more often and tend 
to overlook the negative consequences of relying on power to 
lead. Still, power is an indelible and important part of the leader-
ship dynamic. Most familiar theories of leadership recognize the 
negative effects of power use, but few are clear in describing how 
power can, and should, be used in formal leadership roles. We 
propose that using power appropriately can increase a leader’s 
influence, while still strengthening followers’ motivation, com-
mitment and trust. 

This chapter provides practical recommendations to align the use 
of power with effective, theory-based leadership approaches. We 
will begin by specifying what power is, and distinguishing it from 
influence. We will then align these definitions with prevailing 
theories of leadership and explain how power is used in the prac-
tical administration of organizations to highlight when power 
may be used without detrimental effects. Throughout this chap-
ter, we will address the various ways having power can have pro-
found effects on a leader’s social perceptions and, in turn, increase 
the likelihood of poor leadership decisions through the misap-
plication of power. By explicitly aligning power and influence 
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with contemporary leadership theories, we are able to offer  
practical recommendations for their effective use.  

DISTINGUISHING POWER FROM INFLUENCE
The term “power” carries broad meaning to laymen and schol-
ars. Philosophers, psychologists, and leadership scholars have 
applied varied definitions of power encompassing several differ-
ent mechanisms. Willer, Markovsky and Lovaglia argued these 
conceptions of power are often underspecified or overly broad, 
and include multiple mechanisms.1 They clarify how formative 
theorists examining power (e.g., Russell,2 Heider,3 Zimbardo and 
Leippe,4 and French and Raven5) tend to conflate two basic so-
cial processes:  influence and power. This has caused confusion 
among scholars and practitioners and contributed to contradic-
tions in the literature examining the use of power.6 For example, 
some findings suggest power use motivates followers, while oth-
ers suggest power use decreases motivation, commitment and 
effort.7 Given these conflicts, it is unclear if and when power 
should be used within formal leadership roles. By distinguish-
ing influence as an interpersonal process occurring through the 
voluntary acceptance of advice or directives, and characteriz-
ing power as a relational processes that affords the capacity to 
change another’s behaviour based on the control and allocation 
of resources, Willer et al. provide a clearer framework for the 
development of personal influence and the just application of 
positional power.8,9 

The distinctions between influence and power are drawn from 
differences in the necessary and sufficient conditions under 
which these processes unfold. These distinctions also provide a 
guide to identify operational indicators of underlying processes 
in varied social contexts. By using definitions that obey the logi-
cal law of non-contradiction, we can gain a way to empirically 
isolate and measure the independent effects of power and influ-
ence as social processes, and provide a clearer understanding of 
how power can be used to increase effectiveness, while main-
taining or increasing influence. For example, most roles with-
in formal organizations, like the military, include substantial  
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positional control over subordinates’ opportunities, compen-
sation, punishments and continued employment. These roles  
carry the inherent power necessary for leaders to perform the 
associated duties. Leaders have the responsibility to uphold 
regulations, laws and conditions, but these are all associated 
with the discipline imposed for disobeying an order or failing 
to meet standards or even meriting promotions. This power can 
be applied to coerce, reward, direct and compel compliance, but 
should be used simply to assure the orderly and just operation 
of the organization. At the same time, a person in a position 
of power must concurrently use his/her influence to motivate,  
support and direct the work of their followers.            

As with power and influence, it is also useful to have a clear defi-
nition of leadership. Although leadership is multi-faceted and 
complex, it can also be simplified into its basic elements and 
defined. Minimally, leadership is the capacity to cause another 
to do something they would not otherwise do in service of a 
common goal.10 Under this definition, power and influence be-
come two fundamental mechanisms for leadership. While this 
definition is underwhelming given the many leadership ideas 
espoused by respected leaders and scholars, it has the benefit of 
remaining serviceable for the purposes of specifying the classes 
of behaviours and responses that can be recognized and mea-
sured to represent leadership as a social process. We can deter-
mine, for example, what one person has done to cause a change 
in another person’s behaviours, expectations, attitudes or beliefs, 
and accurately attribute the effects of those behaviours. Lead-
ers, therefore, may create changes in the behaviours of others 
through influence, an internal process of consent or through an 
external, non-voluntary, process of coercion to gain compliance. 

While intrinsic and extrinsic sources of motivation can co-
occur, these motivational sources differ, as do their effects. For 
example, a boss might ask an employee to stay late to help com-
plete a time-sensitive task. The employee might be motivated by 
a desire to perform the task to impress the boss, serve the orga-
nization or gain additional compensation. While the employee 
may choose to stay and help, he or she may also believe the  
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request is actually a direction, and therefore declining the re-
quest may limit their future opportunities. Determining which 
effect is greater is often an aspect of the follower’s perceptions 
of the boss developed over time. To understand how a leader 
can assure which motivation has led to a follower’s compliance, 
we will distinguish how the co-occurring effects of power and 
influence can be recognized and how they are applied to serve 
leaders, followers and organizational objectives. 

STRUCTURAL BASES OF POWER AND THE 
CONSENSUAL NATURE OF INFLUENCE
Followers’ concern for consequence and loss motivate their in-
voluntary changes in behaviour.11 As a result, coercion requires 
one actor to control (or be perceived to control) resources val-
ued by the coerced, providing what Parsons referred to as power 
over.12 A person’s position in a formal structure or role within a 
network allows the individual to control valued resources and 
provides the power to punish or reward. Power is therefore in-
herently social, residing in the relationship between individuals 
rather than in any particular individual.13 

Leaders tend to regard rewards as distinct from coercive power, 
so they may not recognize that rewards are also a form of co-
ercion. In reality, power includes the capacity to punish as well 
as the capacity to withhold rewards when failing to meet con-
tingent goals. If followers do not receive rewards, in time, they 
may come to regard this as punishment. Although most follow-
ers would rather be rewarded than punished, rewards fail to cre-
ate lasting intrinsic motivation and ownership of group goals.14 
Thus, followers become less motivated to meet group goals and 
focus on what they define as personally important. These effects 
are the most pronounced when the work requires creativity and 
initiative.15 From this we can recognize power in its real-world 
application, as well as its primary effect:  compliance without 
changing private attitudes. 

Power provides the capacity to make others do something they 
would not otherwise do despite their resistance.16 This leads  
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followers to seek ways to circumvent power. Secondary effects of 
coercion in the face of resistance are negative emotional states, 
decreased motivation to continue the behaviour, and lower com-
mitment to related objectives. The degree to which these effects 
accumulate are a consequence of the perceived justness, neces-
sity, and reason attributed to the act of coercion.17 While power 
lies in the position, followers attribute their perceptions of the 
just or unjust application of power to a leader’s personal compe-
tence. This occurs even when that leader has an organizational 
directive allowing or requiring the legitimate use of power with-
in the specific context. Coerced followers tend to attribute the 
use of power to the leader’s discretion; therefore, they are moti-
vated to believe the leader’s power use is unnecessary and view 
it as unjust. 

Much of leadership theory is dedicated to the complementary 
philosophy of developing a follower’s belief in a leader’s personal 
capacities, while avoiding coercion to motivate behaviour. These 
personal capacities include expertise, honourableness, wisdom, 
ethics, and trust in the leader’s selfless motivation in decisions. 
These personal attributes create followers’ willing deference to 
a leader’s direction, without the negative effects resulting from 
the threat of punishment or reward;18 put simply, they create in-
fluence. Accordingly, these attributions determine how much or 
how little influence a leader retains or gains from how they use 
power. 

Influence flows primarily from expectations for actors’ relative 
value to their group or organization.19 Thus, influence depends 
on social context, but is derived from qualities associated with 
the person, rather than merely his/her position.20 This is not to 
say positions of authority do not, at least initially, provide some 
capabilities for influence. There is an implicit suggestion that a 
person in a position of authority has demonstrated competen-
cies qualifying him or her for the position. However, anyone who 
has been in a room after a boss has left can readily attest that 
some superiors of similar rank or position command a great deal 
more respect and deference than others. Again, competency, re-
spect and prestige affect the value followers hold for a leader,  
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independent of their position, and afford that degree of influ-
ence. In fact, these are often the attributes deemed to qualify 
one for leadership roles. While it is evident positions of power 
in themselves may infer prestige and respect, the position itself 
cannot assure these are maintained by the person holding the 
position.21 A leader can quickly lose the respect and prestige af-
forded to him or her by a position when applying power in ways 
followers perceive as incompetent or malicious. Losing the ca-
pacity to influence others may result in the loss of a leadership 
position or a cascading dependence on coercion spiraling into 
despotic leadership.            

In sum, we have contrasted power with influence, both in terms 
of its source (structural or positional power, rather than person-
al), and in its effects (coercive, rather than voluntary). Under-
standing the different means of using power and achieving influ-
ence is the essence of effective formal leadership. We now turn 
to a review of theories of organizational leadership to which we 
can apply these distinct concepts. We explain how these tools ap-
ply to demonstrate how the use of power can enhance a leader’s 
influence or undermine his/her capacity to lead.  

POWER WITHIN THEORIES OF  
ORGANIZATIONAL LEADERSHIP  
In common discourse, especially in the military context, the 
term “power” is used to describe a myriad of instantiations:  
people refer to powerful leaders, the power of information, the 
power of will or warrior ethos, and powerful organizations or 
institutions. We have previously distilled the term power into 
its necessary and sufficient components to understand the role 
of power within theories of leadership, and differentiate power 
from influence. Having developed a theoretical bridge for fram-
ing and applying basic social scientific concepts of power and 
influence within theories of organizational leadership,22 we will 
now map these basic concepts to French and Raven’s bases of 
power,23 Burns’ transactional and transformational leadership,24 
and Avolio and Bass’ Full Range Leadership Model.25 
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Organizations, in general, are technologies for the distribution 
of power.26 While the use of power is often regarded in terms of 
its negative effects, some elements of power use are practically 
unavoidable aspects of formal leadership. Leadership roles with-
in organizations like the military come with legitimate authority 
and expectations. Leaders will determine objectives and allocate 
tasks and resources in order to achieve them (e.g., assignments, 
promotions, pay, awards and punishments). In this sense, lead-
ers have power, and to have power is to use it. This is true even 
when this use is characterized by restraint or lack of delegation. 
Leaders who fail to do these things are using power by withhold-
ing necessary resources and direction. Aligning power use and 
leadership approaches within a framework of evidence-based  
organizational and social science theories helps to identify ap-
propriate applications of power and the critical factors support-
ing effective leadership. 

French and Raven’s original conceptualization of social power 
is among the most widely recognized classifications in empiri-
cal research. They describe five bases of power – legitimate, re-
ward, coercive, expert, and referent – that agents (e.g., leaders) 
can use to influence targets (e.g., followers).27  Legitimate power 
is based on the agent’s position; this formal authority stems from 
the targets’ belief that an agent has a right to influence them and 
they are obligated to accept this influence. Reward power is also 
position-based, but drawn from an agent’s perceived ability to 
control resources and compensate the target for compliance ac-
tions. Coercive power is derived, similarly, from the target’s ex-
pectation of punishment as a consequence of failing to obey or 
achieve the agent’s goals. Expert power is rooted in the target’s 
perception of the agent’s personal, task-relevant knowledge or 
abilities. Referent power originates from the respect and attrac-
tion the target has toward the agent.  

Two of these bases of social power – reward power and coer-
cive power – fall under the concept of structural power previ-
ously mentioned, and are derived from the capacity to control 
resources. Expert power and referent power are the result of 
demonstrated competence, respect, honour and prestige. They 
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are in essence the sources of personal influence. Essentially, each 
of these two sets of power bases – coercion/reward power and 
expert/referent power – operates through substantively different 
mechanisms for affecting others’ behaviour. Positional power 
begets compliance, while influence using expert and referent 
power promotes superior performance.28 The fifth power base, 
legitimate power, is the perceived right to control resources and 
is tied to the honour and prestige of the position a person holds 
(i.e., what Weber would term “authority”).29 

Burns’ work on Transforming Leadership and Bass’ work on 
Transformational Leadership Theory remain among the most 
widely accepted and applied theories in the field of leadership.30 
Both Burns and Bass espouse personal development of leaders 
and followers, exemplary moral character, and ethics-centered 
motivation.31 They contrast transformational styles with what 
they considered a mutually exclusive approach:  transactional 
leadership. Transactional leadership relies on coercion through 
punishments and rewards contingent on meeting goals or stan-
dards; in essence, it relies on positional power. Burns and Bass 
contrast two distinct leadership styles suggesting leaders are 
transformational or transactional.32 These two approaches map 
well onto behaviours that fit our basic social science definitions 
of influence and power. The styles they describe are character-
ized by the behaviours that either create influence or direct co-
ercive power use (i.e., punishment and reward). The extent to 
which a leader is transformational is a direct consequence of 
the leader’s degree of influence on followers. The personal quali-
ties creating influence and strategies for developing influence 
include (1) idealized influence – the role modeling of desired 
behaviours; (2) inspirational motivation – an emotional appeal 
through shared values and goals; (3) individualized consider-
ation – demonstrated concern for and knowledge of the personal 
needs and circumstances of followers; and (4) intellectual stimu-
lation – challenging and supporting followers to be creative and 
innovative in their work. 

Transformational leadership is an applied approach to leadership 
theory and changing behaviour. While not always appropriate for 
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all people in all situations,33 in its application, transformational 
leadership does an excellent job of identifying primary catego-
ries of behaviour that create or decrease a leader’s influence, and 
followers’ motivation, commitment, and cohesion in the service 
of group goals. Transactional leadership specifies the use of con-
tingent rewards and punishment to achieve compliance. Thus, a 
transactional approach to leadership relies solely on positional 
power. We propose treating these two general styles of leader-
ship as mutually exclusive loses some of the nuance between the 
basic social mechanisms operating within formalized leadership 
roles.

Followers and organizations benefit from transformational lead-
ership, but enacting it is more difficult than recognizing its ben-
efits.34 A number of subtle psychological processes work against 
leaders in positions of power such that, even when they have the 
best intentions, they may slip into a transactional approach. These 
normal psychological processes affect a leader’s tendency to act 
and remain transformational most often when they face chal-
lenges to their leadership or uncertainty within the organization. 
Decision-making processes are affected and the consequences 
of those decisions lead to increasingly difficult situations. The 
use of power affects followers’ perceptions, and uncertainty mo-
tivates behaviours aimed at quickly reducing uncertainty and 
perceived threats.35 Among the most consistent and robust find-
ings in research on transactional approaches is power use leads 
to resentment and resistance by followers.36 Therefore, power 
use often begets more difficulty in enacting long-term strategies 
towards the development of intrinsic motivation. Leaders faced 
with organizational demands, complex operating environments, 
or other powerful people over them, respond with further appli-
cations of power to induce compliance. While the use of power 
gains a quick response and immediate compliance, the cost it 
incurs can turn these short-term gains into long-term losses. 
When considered together, it is easier to see how facing the de-
mands of leadership and the effects of having power can digress 
into transactional leadership.      
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PROBLEMS AND PROPENSITIES OF THE  
POWERFUL   
The mere mention of power, especially in the military context, 
may often call to mind dominance and control, or perhaps im-
ages of supreme generals, authoritarian non-commissioned of-
ficers or unrelenting commanders. The negative light common-
ly cast on the idea of power use is not completely unfounded. 
Powerful people may inherently behave differently than less- 
powerful people. A large body of research suggests when people 
gain status or are put in positions of power, they start talking 
more, taking what they want for themselves, ignoring what other 
people say or want, ignoring how less-powerful people react to 
their behaviours, acting more rudely, and generally treating any 
situation or person as a means for satisfying their own needs.37 

Simply being in a position of power can profoundly affect a 
leader’s perception of his/her own behaviour and capacity for 
self-evaluation.38 Burns and Bass have shown how people in po-
sitions of power can overlook their own reliance on power, and 
mistakenly attribute the negative effects of their power use to 
the character of their subordinates. This is born out in research 
on power and power use. For example, when power is tenuous 
and leaders perceive instability within the local organizational 
hierarchy, leaders tend to engage in more self-interested behav-
iour, prioritizing actions and making decisions to maintain their 
position power instead of choosing options more aligned with 
group goals.39 People in positions of power are also more likely to 
engage in risky behaviour40 and may resort to leadership strate-
gies that produce short-term gains at the expense of followers’ 
development. Power, when mixed with uncertainty and fear, can 
quickly have substantially negative effects on leaders and their 
behaviours. These potential power issues may be detrimental to 
effective military leadership, decision-making, unit cohesion, 
loyalty, esprit de corps and long-term mission success.

Military leaders may also attempt to exert their power to estab-
lish formal control or assert an aggressive posture in interactions 
and negotiations. While an aggressive approach to negotiations 
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in situations with greater ambiguity and stress may help a leader 
decrease feelings of uncertainty, research on exchange clearly 
demonstrates a more aggressive approach proves unnecessary 
and does not ensure greater gains.41 Aggressive bargaining when 
in a position of power produces no greater gains than a passive 
approach, such as consistently accepting the best offer. While 
leaders may feel a greater need to be assertive in difficult or chal-
lenging situations, the returns on aggressive behaviour are low 
and the costs are high. Perceived threats to power can also cause 
leaders to hold lower expectations for followers’ creativity and 
problem solving abilities. Being in a position of power increases 
the leader’s likelihood of overlooking valuable contributions of 
followers in favour of their own ideas.42 When people feel more 
powerful, they want fewer options and may be less likely to think 
deeply and consider creative solutions to complex and novel 
problems.43 This is most troubling because being in a position of 
power increases a leader’s dependence on the ease of informa-
tion retrieval. This causes people in more powerful positions to 
be more likely to make judgments based on momentary, subjec-
tive experiences rather than draw on their informed experience 
to solve problems. In contrast, people in positions with lower 
power tend to ask brief, congruent and diagnostic questions 
seeking information useful for better decision-making.44 A re-
cent experimental study showed when the same set of decisions 
was made to feel more threating to a leader’s self-perceptions of 
his/her leadership competency, the decision-maker felt more 
powerful making the decisions, made the decisions more quick-
ly with less information, and became significantly more likely 
to make the wrong decisions.45 Ironically, the decision-makers 
reported being significantly more certain they had made the  
correct decisions.   

Power may also corrupt leaders by making ethical decisions 
more difficult.46 The more power a person has, the more free-
dom they have in their decision-making. Decisions may become 
challenging or problematic later on, because powerful individu-
als may fail to recognize them as ethical dilemmas. Norms and 
regulations may be less restrictive to power holders than they are 
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for others. Moreover, less powerful people may be less likely to 
intervene or contradict the powerholder for fear of consequenc-
es. This may be a particular problem in countries, cultures or 
organizations with high power distance, where individuals are 
more likely to accept greater inequality in power and author-
ity.47 The consequences of a leader’s unethical behaviour is more 
substantial because leaders set the model for expected organiza-
tional behaviour.

Another reason power and influence are potentially corrupting 
is having or using them feels good. Research on power, influ-
ence, and emotion shows those in positions of power and au-
thority experience more positive emotions.48 Conversely, those 
in less powerful positions report feeling less positive emotions. 
Other research has shown that even people with little power re-
port positive sentiments when they successfully exchange with 
powerful partners.49 Thus, leaders run the risk of misattributing 
the positive sentiments of subordinates to their own power use if 
they fail to account for the degree of power they wield. 

Powerful individuals are also viewed as more competent by by-
standers, and may have influence over these bystanders in future 
interactions, even in the absence of power differences.50 While 
having power used on us can cause resentment and resistance, 
seeing power used on others leads to attributions of competency 
and legitimacy of the person wielding power.51 Once established, 
patterns of deference become self-perpetuating, with active and 
influential actors likely to be attributed to levels of competence 
in line with the leader’s past influence, regardless of their actual 
competence.52 If leaders find they have influence over others, 
they are likely to form expectations for themselves in line with 
this influence, which can lead to a tendency to dismiss others’ 
contributions.53 An important step in minimizing the illegiti-
mate formation of competence expectations is to identify the 
strengths of each group member, including the leader, and as-
sign tasks that play to each person’s strengths while preserving 
the legitimate authority of the leader to make directive decisions. 
However, this goes beyond simply knowing when to use power to 
understanding how leaders can gain influence through building 
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respect-based relationships with their subordinates. When peo-
ple experience power imbalances, they seek to minimize them. 
This is often not possible with formal organizational structures 
that are non-negotiable. As a result, formal organizations with 
inflexible rules, such as military units, can increase resistance to 
leaders and contribute to a loss of influence. 

Emerson54 built on the work of Homans55 and Blau56 to propose 
that people seek to balance power relations through a series of 
mechanisms. These mechanisms include the cultivation of alter-
native sources for valued resources, the devaluation of resources 
to minimize psychological dependency, the inflation of value 
attached to resources to maximize psychological satisfaction 
with current dependency levels, and the formation of coalitions 
to thwart the use of coercion by powerful actors. All of these 
power-balancing mechanisms present a challenge for leaders, 
who often have little control over the amount of power they are 
expected to yield in organizational contexts. If followers become 
disenfranchised, the leader may have no group to lead. If follow-
ers care nothing for the resources the leader holds, then extrinsic 
motivation techniques become less effective, and more coercion 
is necessary for the same effect over time. Followers who are too 
worried about being completely excluded from resources may 
fail to speak up when the need arises. A coalition of followers 
making demands on a leader makes it difficult to deal with any 
one follower’s problems in a functional one-on-one manner.

Theories of leadership have long attempted to account for the 
potential obstacles to effective leadership, and the need to weigh 
the motivating aspects of power use against the possible abuse of 
power. Many of these theories also attempt to address the likely 
behaviours of followers in response to leadership decisions. One 
way to reduce the desire of a leader to use power is to use leader-
ship approaches that enhance the influence of the leader. When 
the group is successful, it enhances perceptions of the leader’s 
competence and legitimacy, effectively increasing the degree of 
influence the leader has over followers. When others are success-
ful, leaders gain influence.
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USING POWER TO EMPOWER:   
THE FULL RANGE LEADERSHIP MODEL 
Burns’ theory of transformational leadership shifted the perspec-
tive from classical bases of power by focusing on the benefits of 
motivating followers through transforming identities and align-
ing goals with those of the group or organization.57 He contrasted 
this transformation approach with transactional methods that 
gain compliance through the use of power in the form of pun-
ishments and rewards. Burns later proposed the importance of 
applying the principles of transformational leadership in balance 
with structural power, in what he called “transforming leader-
ship.”58 Bass and Avolio extended the work of Burns with their 
Full Range Leadership Model to suggest leaders can use both 
transformational and transactional leadership approaches effec-
tively.59 Still, less attention has been given to understanding the 
effective application of a leader’s power in the broader context of 
popular leadership approaches. Transactional and transforma-
tional styles are seen as generally distinct and separate leader-
ship approaches. However, insights into how to use power within 
these approaches without losing influence are generally under-
developed.   

The Full Range Leadership Model emphasizes the practical reali-
ties of transactional and transformational leadership, acknowl-
edging each leader will exhibit traits of both, and effective lead-
ership is possible across the range of leadership characteristics.60 
Leaders with power are required to employ it to some degree in 
the everyday administration and management of duties. At its 
core is the understanding that both transactional and transfor-
mational leadership are based on exchange principles.61 Trans-
formational leaders encourage a more mature moral imperative 
within followers to exert effort towards achieving goals on behalf 
of the group, rather than for personal instrumental goals alone. 
In essence, transformational leaders engage in an exchange of 
opportunity with followers to empower those they lead, and en-
courage their followers to form identities consistent with pursu-
ing common group goals. Leaders serve multiple purposes un-
der this model; they symbolize shared ideals, provide an example 
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to emulate, offer chances for intellectual stimulation to their fol-
lowers, and directly engage with those they lead to help follow-
ers achieve their own goals. However, in formal organizations, 
Bass and Avolio acknowledge transactional and laissez-faire (i.e.,  
letting things take their own course, without interfering) compo-
nents of leadership are often part of the social structure; transac-
tional relationships cannot be avoided and there are times when 
leaders must be hands-off to allow workers to make their own 
decisions within the scope of their authority.62

Transactional leadership conceptualizes work as a negotiated ex-
change with clearly stated benefits for both parties.63 As such, 
risk is minimized because parties are aware of the contingent 
nature of rewards and punishments.64 Hence, formal organiza-
tions seeking to predict costs and efficiency – both viewed as 
rational ends – will tend towards the use of contingent rewards.65 
Research also shows the short-term effectiveness of contingent 
rewards and punishments can be effective when followers devi-
ate from acceptable practices.66 While neither rewards nor pun-
ishments as forms of extrinsic motivation are as effective as the 
intrinsic motivation achieved through transformational leader-
ship, the reality of most formal organizations requires leaders to 
manage transactional relationships.   

In contrast to both transactional and transformational leader-
ship, laissez-faire leadership is the avoidance of leadership. The 
leader makes no promises, offers no inducements to followers, 
and provides no model for followers to aspire to achieve. While 
transactional leadership is less effective at promoting innovation 
and a sense of personal responsibility for group outcomes than 
transformational leadership, laissez-faire leadership lacks even 
the ability of the transactional leader to negotiate contingent 
rewards and punishments. Military leaders may mistakenly see 
this laissez-faire style as a way to empower subordinates or en-
courage self-sufficiency to address organizational issues at lower 
levels. While worker autonomy is important for promoting in-
novation and creative problem solving, such autonomy is given 
no moral or material grounding under a laissez-faire approach, 
and serves merely as an abdication of leadership. 
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Military leaders looking to develop an idyllic leadership dynamic 
may believe they should completely avoid or delay formal power 
use at all costs or risk being seen as authoritarian, micromanag-
ing or worse. In spite of power’s reputation, the effective use of 
power is vital to leadership. While power use does not neces-
sarily constitute “leading,” contemporary leadership approaches 
fundamentally employ some form of power and influence. For 
example, contingency theories, relationship-based theories, 
charismatic leadership styles, and transactional-transformation-
al approaches call for various degrees of formal support, contin-
gent rewards, corrective punishment, charismatic appeal, expert 
guidance or intellectual engagement to address the needs of fol-
lowers in a given situation. 

According to Avolio and Bass, the optimal profile for a leader 
emphasizes transformational leadership and active engagement 
with followers, and minimizing the use of passive leadership 
techniques such as laissez-faire leadership.67 Thus, the Full Range 
Leadership Model acknowledges leaders in any formal organiza-
tion must have legitimate power supported by institutionalized 
positions of authority. As such, most leaders in real organiza-
tions have both the power to reward, which is required to fulfil 
contractual obligations with subordinates, and the discretion 
to coerce through punishment. However, where a transaction-
al leader is primarily defined by his/her ability to use coercion 
and rewards effectively to motivate followers, a transformational 
leader avoids coercion as much as possible and provides rewards 
only when required to ensure mutual agreements are honoured 
and to maintain their legitimacy. To be certain, both transaction-
al and transformational leaders may be experts on the workings 
of the organization or the work being accomplished. However, 
a transformational leader will use his/her expertise to influence 
and guide followers, rather than offer expertise in exchange for 
compliance with their authority. Furthermore, because transfor-
mational leadership requires the leader to empower followers to 
develop intrinsic motivation to accomplish organizational goals, 
the transformational leader must offer an idealized prototype for 
leadership that gains followers’ respect. Thus, successful trans-
formational leaders will also have referent power. 
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Given the definitions of power and influence provided at the 
start of this chapter, it becomes clear that the Full Range Leader-
ship Model allows us to map these concepts onto the range of 
behaviours used by transformational, transactional and laissez-
faire leaders. Therefore, all types of leaders must manage both 
power and influence to lead effectively.

DEvELOPING POWER AND INFLUENCE 
Research in social psychology points to the ways leaders can  
effectively use power and gain influence. Based on the concep-
tualization of power outlined previously, power and its use de-
pend on the potential to reward and coerce. When the leader has  
the power to reward and coerce because of his/her position,  
it makes sense to conceive of power in an organization as be-
ing related to the three bases of legitimate, reward and coercive  
power. Weber refers to authority as legitimate domination.68 
Transactional leadership assumes the leader’s position can compel 
compliance through respecting their office, rather than the person. 

However, as previously noted, power use engenders negative 
emotion. This most often leads to resistance, where those in po-
sitions of low power actively seek to balance power with those 
in authority, possibly through devaluation of rewards or punish-
ments or the formation of coalitions that place organizational 
effectiveness at risk. The employment of a laissez-faire approach 
avoids transacting with followers. However, if such a tactic is to 
be successful, leaders must be assured their influence over fol-
lowers is high enough, and the followers are intrinsically mo-
tivated enough, that self-interested behaviour will not come to 
dominate followers’ decisions. Such assurances are hard to come 
by in any organization.

Transformational leadership offers a better way as it requires 
both effective management of power and the cultivation of in-
fluence. One of the best ways to gain influence is for the leader 
to increase their status relative to followers. Status is a person’s 
rank in terms of prestige, honour, and respect.69 In instrumen-
tal groups, people with greater expertise and achievement, when 
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other group members know these achievements, inspire def-
erence. Education and certification in the skills needed by the 
group are ways leaders can maintain the legitimacy of their po-
sition and inspire followers. Furthermore, because encouraging 
followers to improve their own skills can improve those follow-
ers’ influence in the group,70 and status as a reward is highly mo-
tivating,71 a leader who regularly seeks to improve his/her own 
skills while highlighting the expertise of followers will likely be 
held as an ideal model. Transformational leadership that inspires 
followers to gain status and minimizes the use of power will 
prioritize expertise and respect over authority and fear, which 
can engender self-serving motives in followers and corrupt the  
perceptions of leaders. 

WHERE POWER COULD AND SHOULD BE 
USED BY LEADERS
Leaders in formal organizations have power to set and maintain 
the standard for professional ethics. These standards not only 
enforce what individuals are obligated to do, but guide behav-
iour when policies or guidelines are less defined. This standard 
of professional ethics extends beyond decision-making and en-
compasses many organizational norms and expectations, such as 
individual behaviour, accountability, justice, and interpersonal 
respect. Followers look to leaders to identify and understand 
these norms and expectations. When leaders use power to re-
ward appropriate ethical behaviour or punish those who stray 
from these ethical standards, followers recognize organizational 
expectations. Moreover, when leaders demonstrate a personal 
commitment to professional ethics, respect the dignity of others, 
and uphold justice, followers may develop a reverence for leaders 
and model their behaviour. This influence tends to inspire fol-
lowers to adhere to and promote standards of professional ethics, 
even when their leader is not present to personally enforce them. 

Leaders in positions of power are given the responsibility of re-
warding and recognizing accomplishment, and addressing prob-
lems in the work place. While rewards based on contingencies, 
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quotas or specified goals can be effective in motivating followers 
or workers to achieve those benchmarks, they also limit achieve-
ment to minimal requirements. In effect, workers are disincen-
tivized to surpass stated objectives, innovate or develop beyond 
current levels. However, rewards in themselves are not bad lead-
ership; rewarding initiative, innovation, and substantial effort 
in service to organizational objectives is a fundamentally sound 
practice and application of power.  

Recognizing followers and demonstrating sincere respect and 
admiration can be powerful motivators. Positions of power come 
with assumptions about the position holder’s competence and 
value to the organization. Leaders can leverage this power to 
create and maintain influence. Showing confidence in follower’s 
capabilities can motivate the follower to meet a leader’s high ex-
pectations with comparably outstanding performance. When 
leaders show faith in followers’ abilities, these followers are 
heartened to perform at a level commensurate with this faith. In 
addition to high expectations, recognition can produce greater 
commitment to the organization and increase followers’ efforts 
to contribute to the group’s success.72 

Conversely, there are consequences for followers when their 
behaviours conflict with group goals or unnecessarily draw re-
sources away from organizational objectives. Followers need 
corrections at times; however, the perceived justness and the rea-
sonableness of punishment impacts both the likelihood of direct-
ing future behaviour in useful ways and the degree of resistance, 
resentment, and possible subversion. In general, neither follow-
ers nor leaders want to fail. Similarly, people generally dislike the 
idea of being punished. This is mostly driven by the futile nature 
of most types of punishment. They are commonly disincentiv-
izing. Considering what drives a follower to fail may be a limited 
sense of ability or actual lack of competence, punishment should 
be directed towards increasing a follower’s capacity to succeed. 
While this can feel less than satisfying to a frustrated boss,  
the approach is aligned with organizational goals and increases 
the likelihood the punishment will be recognized as just and  
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acceptable. Punishments should be restorative, rather than puni-
tive, if the follower is to remain a member of the organization. 

Part of a leader’s responsibility is the distribution of resources to 
various objectives and the assignment of tasks, and some tasks 
are valued more than others. This is clear in the differences in 
compensation for different jobs within any economy. Outside 
these differences in compensation, some tasks are more desirable 
than others, some come with greater opportunity, and individu-
als differ in the degree to which they value tasks. The transfor-
mational approach to individualized consideration can play an 
important role in the delegation of tasks. While followers’ levels 
of skill and interest differ, and should be factored into task as-
signments, individuals’ development and best interests should 
also be considered when determining how to delegate work as-
signments. A person’s skill level can be less important if they 
remain unmotivated by the assigned work. While less desirable 
jobs must still be completed, a leader’s effort to take into consid-
eration all of these factors will lessen the resistance of workers to 
unwanted tasks and increase the influence of the leader as he/she 
demonstrates an interest in helping others to achieve their goals 
in line with organizational objectives.

While power is endemic within formal leadership roles and or-
ganizational structures, discretion also increases with power. 
People are motivated to seek power because it increases per-
sonal autonomy.73 This discretion is too often underutilized both 
in service to followers and organizational objects. First, leaders 
have the power to determine what is and what is not given pri-
ority in terms of resources and attention. Too often discretion 
is seeded to habit in service of convenience or because change 
can be difficult. When leaders do have the discretion to institute 
change, they are often reluctant to make the kinds of changes 
that have meaningful impact on the organization. Leaders also 
have the leeway to fail and try again, where those with less power 
in the organization face sanction. Leaders should use this power 
to protect innovation efforts and guard subordinates from out-
dated or counterproductive organizational practices that limit 
focus on primary objectives. 
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In a sense, leaders can increase their power by giving it away. 
They can push decisions down to lower levels where informa-
tion is richer and familiarity with needs is greater. When done 
correctly, this can increase a leader’s effectiveness, influence and 
achievement. Effective empowerment requires leaders to estab-
lish and model fundamental standards and expectations which 
guide and align followers’ efforts in the absence of detailed di-
rection or organizational policies. While leaders may worry that 
relinquishing some power can leave them responsible for and 
vulnerable to mistakes, proper levels of empowerment in the 
process can guard against negligent losses and practices that de-
velop followers, while also increasing returns. Finally, in Table 
3.1, we build on Yukl’s suggestions for increasing and maintain-
ing power by providing a list of practical steps leaders can take to 
use power effectively and gain influence.74 

Demonstrate a commitment to professional ethics, mutual respect and justice. 
Followers evaluate their leader’s motives, and when they perceive their leader 
demonstrates these elements, they are more willing to accept influence, are less 
resistant to power use, and contribute more to the organization beyond their de-
fined duties.75  

Make self-sacrifices, consistently prioritize the best interest of followers in service 
to organizational objectives, and guard against acts motivated by self-interest. 

Engage in exchanges of respect, rather than rewards. Highlight follower’s 
strengths and achievements to the group and note how they have accomplished 
the ideals of your organization.

Avoid making work contingent on rewards, but consistently reward followers 
when they contractually expect it. The decision to reward followers is not neces-
sarily mandated by organizational rules and procedures; followers generally have 
clear expectations about norms, and leaders must be consistent in how rewards 
are determined and distributed in accordance with these norms and expectations.

Reward innovation, incentivize initiative, and avoid punishing failure for efforts 
made in the service of organizational objectives. 

Be judicious when punishing by addressing the individual and not just the infrac-
tion. Do not confuse equal punishment with fair punishment; standardized penal-
ties do not consider individual’s needs and situations. Punishments can produce 
negative emotions in both the punished and in bystanders, which can then be at-
tributed to the work environment and result in a loss of team cohesion.76 Punish-
ment is not always mandated by organizational rules and procedures; both lead-
ers and followers are aware punishment is often done at the leader’s discretion.



 54 | FROM KNOWING TO DOING: 

UNITED STATES

If it is necessary to punish, align the punishment with the follower’s personal  
development and organizational objectives; punishments not aligned with these 
elements only decrease followers’ motivation to perform. Followers evaluate the 
consequences of punishment and are more motivated and committed when pun-
ishment contributes to their best interests and the success of the organization.

Become an expert at the work your followers are doing. Make this effort conspicu-
ous, and allow followers to see you achieve through effort and perseverance.  
Be the prototype they judge themselves against.

When possible, explain the importance and reasons for a request or a proposal. 
Understand followers’ concerns and provide evidence decisions will succeed.

Avoid making statements of fact you cannot back up with expertise. Effective 
leaders know when to say “I don’t know” and work with followers to find answers 
to pressing concerns.

Use the discretion power provides to focus on efforts that best serve mission 
objectives. Push decision-making down to a level where it can be made with the 
most recent and direct knowledge, but communicate your deliberate intentions 
and boundaries for this empowerment. Leaders have the power to take these risks 
so that followers can innovate. 

Just as the organization gives leaders the authority to make decisions, they should 
provide their followers with power over their more limited activities. Allow follow-
ers to make decisions while negotiating ahead of time how to support them dur-
ing the process, including when they fail. Under these conditions, do not punish 
failure, but use it as a teaching moment.

Table 3.1. Practical Recommendations for the  
Effective Use of Power and Influence

CONCLUSION
Power and influence are essential tools in the leadership dy-
namic. The distinct elements of power and influence align well 
with modern leadership theories; however, leaders must attend 
to the effects associated with merely holding power, the social 
perceptions surrounding its use, and the appropriate application 
of power to influence followers effectively over the long term. 
These mechanisms allow leaders to apply the Full Range Leader-
ship Model to leverage transactional relationships with follow-
ers when necessary and employ transformational approaches to 
achieve positive organizational outcomes. Through deliberate 
practice and practical approaches, leaders can develop, maintain, 
and use power and influence effectively across a range of organi-
zations and challenges. 
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CHAPTER 4

IMPROvING LEADER WELL-BEING  
AND PERFORMANCE THROUGH  

MASTERY OF HABITS 
Squadron Leader Bethany Gerling and  

Flight Lieutenant Carsten Grimm*

INTRODUCTION
When leaders rise in seniority, demands on their time, cogni-
tive resources and emotional resources increase as they become 
responsible for greater organizational processes and outcomes. 
With this comes the added perceived, and actual, pressures to 
perform. If the resources available to leaders grow to meet the 
requirements of their new role, there is opportunity for success. 
Conversely, if the available internal resources of the leader fail to 
increase as these demands increase, this impairment too often 
leads to derailing behaviours and unsuccessful workplace out-
comes. A clear challenge for leaders is to continue to develop 
their emotional regulation, recovery and resilience skills as they 
mature to more senior, more demanding, organizational roles. 
This chapter will first discuss the importance of health-related 
behaviours, their impact on broader well-being, and then differ-
entiate goal-driven versus automatic habitual behaviour. Next, 
the chapter proposes practical strategies to start new behaviours 
and stop unwanted behaviours, and then how these can be inte-
grated into leader development programs. 

HEALTH, HABITS AND GOALS
THE IMPORTANCE OF HEALTH-RELATED BEHAVIOURS

Health-related behaviours and associated health outcomes are of 
worldwide concern. Accordingly, the World Health Organization 

* The views expressed in this chapter are those of the authors and do not necessarily 
reflect those of the New Zealand Defence Force or the Royal New Zealand Air Force.
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has published both strategy and guidance on diet, physical activ-
ity and health.1 Likewise, the New Zealand Ministry of Health 
has published eating, sleeping and activity guidelines which are 
widely promulgated and form the basis of educational campaigns 
to influence individual and public health outcomes.2 These 
guidelines are designed to prevent major behavioural risk factors 
associated with the significant and increasingly personal and 
economic costs of chronic diseases, such as heart disease, can-
cer and diabetes. Health-related behaviours are also a significant 
enabler of broader well-being, mental health, and work-related 
performance,3 – this is of interest to military organizations that 
aim to increase their level of operational effectiveness. Despite 
the unprecedented levels of education and guidance available, 
cases of chronic illness continue to rise and are now more preva-
lent than the impact of infectious diseases.4 While our knowl-
edge of health and well-being is improving, this does not appear 
to translate into the sustained behaviour change that is needed.

Leaders may face challenges in taking care of their own health 
and well-being. Leaders may be particularly vulnerable when go-
ing through a leadership transition in which their span of con-
trol and level of responsibility increase. The new role may bring 
uncertainty, loneliness and the pressure to produce results while 
developing new relationships and building a new team.5,6 These 
conditions can lead to increased stress and also cause additional 
barriers to engaging in helpful health-related behaviours. The 
pressures often occur in the broader context of increasingly busy 
and complex personal lives where work-life balance becomes 
more precarious. Busy periods in a leader’s life can pose a risk 
for goals being overridden by undesirable habits, as a leader’s 
cognitive resources, specifically working memory, are overex-
tended, prompting the brain to revert to habitual and cognitively 
economic pre-learned responses. A demanding life serves as a 
distraction to goal-driven behaviour.7

A leader’s broader work performance may also decline when 
under conditions of increased stress. It has been observed that, 
under stress, leaders are more inclined to derail or display poor 
intra- and inter-personal behaviour that reduces the quality of 
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their leadership. This may have a significant impact on their sub-
ordinates who may report that their immediate supervisor is a 
significant source of stress, leading to both financial costs for 
the organization as well as emotional costs for the individuals.8 
On the other hand, when leaders are able to manage their stress 
levels effectively they can provide some protection to their sub-
ordinates because they have the additional capacity to engage in 
activities that support their subordinates, and also reduce ambi-
guity.9,10  A leader’s own health behaviour has also been found to 
impact directly subordinates’ specific health-related behaviour. 
Gunia et al. found that while general best-practice leader be-
haviours were associated with better sleep and unit climate out-
comes for deployed personnel, sleep and subsequent well-being 
outcomes were improved even more if  specific leader behaviours 
were targeted.11 This implies that leaders may influence other im-
portant well-being-related behaviours such as diet and exercise 
through modelling the behaviour themselves. Therefore, a good 
place to start could be increasing their own competence in regu-
lating their health-related behaviour.

BEHAVIOUR CHANGE TO PROMOTE WELL-BEING

While the adoption of new positive behaviours is related to  
subsequent increases in physical well-being, there are also ef-
fects on emotional well-being. A new behaviour can contribute 
to emotional well-being through the broadening an individual’s 
behavioural repertoire, and hence increase the flexibility with 
which to respond to stressful circumstances. Both behavioural 
and cognitive flexibility are associated with better well-being,12 
which is logical following a customary definition of stress being: 
a person perceiving that they do not have the resources to meet 
the demands they face.13 Thus by broadening the repertoire of 
possible responses an individual increases the resources avail-
able to cope with demands.

These effects have been seen across phenomena ranging from 
self-concept to coping and behavioural flexibility. Linville, 
for example, argued that a more complex and multifaceted 
view of oneself provided some protection against the potential  
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negative mental health effects of stressful life events. He uses 
the example of a person having more difficulty in adjusting to 
the change of a divorce when their self-concept rests primarily 
around the role of being a wife as contrasted with someone who 
has a more varied self-concept (e.g., wife, lawyer, hockey coach, 
artist, marathon runner).14 Having a broad self-concept is advan-
tageous as it provides a buffer against potential dents to one’s self- 
concept. This would be particularly relevant for those transition-
ing from military to civilian life. In the same way, an ability to 
call on and use broader ranges of methods of coping is associated 
with better outcomes when faced with perceived demands.15,16 
Consistent with these approaches, Pine and Fletcher explain 
that behavioural flexibility, defined as the number of personal-
ity dimensions that are associated with an individual, is linked 
to better emotional adjustment.17 Again, it seems that more is 
better in that having more behaviours you can call on, especially 
when interacting with others, is inherently less stressful.  Pine 
and Fletcher found that participants involved in an experiment 
that delivered electronic instructions to make small behavioural 
changes each day reported reduced levels of stress, anxiety and 
depression. This approach also shows promise in improving 
physical well-being where a similar intervention designed to 
change daily habits through small prompted changes was asso-
ciated with a significant reduction in body weight through the 
mechanism of changing the networks of habits that exist around 
eating behaviour.18 The results of these lines of research suggest 
that activities that are novel to an individual and that change the 
context of behaviour, regardless of how seemingly small or even 
unrelated to the intended outcome, have the potential to increase 
the ability to cope with demands and thus experience increased 
physical and mental well-being. 

THE CHALLENGE OF BEHAVIOUR CHANGE

Having aspirational goals is not unusual. Whether related to 
health-promoting behaviours or other work and leadership-
related behaviours, having goals in order to improve is at the 
heart of developing as a person and as a leader. The beginning 
of a new year seems to make goals all the more salient for many 
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people. This is a time when the news media is replete with ar-
ticles claiming to assist with New Year’s resolutions which sug-
gests that personal change and transformation are widely sought 
after outcomes. Unfortunately, the reality does not often match 
up with the enthusiasm for change. It is widely documented that 
the majority of self-initiated behaviour change attempts are un-
successful.19 There are even reported references to significant 
and life-threatening health crises being insufficient motivators 
of long-term lifestyle changes.20,21 Consequently, there is a dis-
tinction between merely having a desired goal and enacting the 
behaviour required to achieve this goal. It seems odd to think 
that humans would engage in behaviour that is ultimately bad 
for them, but some insight into the mechanics of habit can help 
us to understand why goals do not always translate into the  
desired behaviour required to achieve them.  

HABIT AND GOAL-DRIVEN BEHAVIOURS

When referring to behaviour change, the term habit is frequently 
used and should be differentiated from goal-driven behaviour. 
Goal-driven behaviour is associated with an intended outcome 
(e.g., flicking a light-switch with the intention of increasing 
the available light in the room); it is a conscious and purpose-
ful decision made to achieve a predicted outcome.22 Goals are 
reasonably complex constructs in themselves and are generally 
understood to be internal depictions of anticipated future states 
which assist in guiding attention to goal-relevant information.23 
There are many types of goals, such as: approach and avoidance 
goals, distal or proximal goals, performance and learning goals.24 
For goal-directed behaviour, the quality of the goal itself is also 
likely to impact whether or not it is implemented. Specific goals, 
rather than vague and general goals, are more useful, as specific 
and clear goals are easier to monitor in terms of progress and 
they generate clearer mental representations, rendering it easier 
to visualize outcomes.25 Secondly, a higher order goal requires 
lower order behaviours that need to be implemented in order to 
achieve the goal. Being clear about these behaviours and their 
implementation is central to success. Goal-driven and intention-
al behaviours come with an energy cost and have considerably 



 64 | FROM KNOWING TO DOING: 

NEW ZEALAND

higher cognitive demands.26 Consequently, being able to sustain 
goal-driven behaviour long enough to benefit from the desired 
effects will require some degree of automation to make the de-
sired behaviour more habitual and less resource-intense.

In contrast to goals, habits have a less important outcome but 
the cue instead takes precedence. Returning to the example of 
the light-switch, a person may continue to attempt to switch on 
a light-switch even when the lightbulb is blown, because they 
are cued to do this when they walk into a room.27 Consequently, 
when most people think of habit, they think of frequently re-
peated behaviour that they don’t have to contemplate in order to 
do.28,29 To have better utility, the definition has to be more precise 
and by addressing the mechanism of action. While many defini-
tions of habit exist, Benjamin Gardner defined habit as “a phe-
nomenon whereby behaviour is prompted automatically by situ-
ational cues as a result of learned cue-behaviour associations.”30 
This habit is sustained by repetitions of this behaviour in the 
context of the situational cue. Over its repetition, the behaviour 
becomes more automatic and non-conscious. The range of cues 
that can trigger an automatic behaviour are broad such as loca-
tions and people, as well as physical, emotional and cognitive 
internal states.31 This definition alerts that the cue is a particu-
larly important variable through which interventions to change 
behaviour might occur. 

PRACTICAL STRATEGIES TO FORM NEW HABITS

Well-educated leaders generally have a good sense of what to 
do to improve their health, well-being and subsequent perfor-
mance. Hence, attitudes toward improving health are not typi-
cally a problem.  Unfortunately, a large gap exists between what 
people know they should be doing and what they actually do. 
The following strategies all address this intention-behaviour gap.

REPETITION

There is a tendency to vastly underestimate the repetition it takes 
to establish an automatic behaviour. Ask a room full of people 
how long it takes to form a new habit and answers will vary from 
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the pop-psychology, but debunked, rule-of-thumb of 21 days for 
some, and others answer months! It seems the general level of 
scientific knowledge on habit formation is quite low, which like-
ly leads to unrealistic expectations and therefore inappropriate 
strategies when it comes to establishing new behaviours as hab-
its. In an influential study modelling habit formation over time, 
96 volunteers chose a healthy behaviour they wanted to turn into 
a habit. The researchers used a measure of behaviour automatici-
ty (i.e., the self-report habit index or SRHI) to track self-reported 
features of automaticity and modelled the curve that frequent 
repetition of behaviour took towards becoming automatic. The 
study found that automaticity increases steadily over time until 
a final plateau, much like an asymptotic curve. The range of time 
it took for a behaviour to become automatic in this study was 
between 18 days and a modelled end range of 254 days, with 
an average of 66 days. The researchers also found that missing 
one day of repetition did not significantly alter the time it took 
for the behaviour to become automatic.32 The study implies that 
it takes far longer for deliberately practiced behaviours to enter 
into the domain of habitually repeated behaviours. It may also 
take much longer for complex behaviours (e.g. exercising) to be-
come automatic than for simple behaviours (e.g. drinking a glass 
of water at lunchtime). Importantly, this research underscores 
that relying on willpower alone is a strategy sure to fail along the 
long journey of habit creation. Robust tactics are needed to sus-
tain the many days of repetition necessary for goal behaviours to 
become embedded into a daily repertoire of healthy habits.

IMPLEMENTATION INTENTIONS

One intervention type that aims to increase the automaticity 
of desired behaviour are implementation intentions. These are 
if-then rules for behaviour that leverage the importance of the 
habit cue by pairing it with a pre-determined behaviour to carry 
out. The pre-determined nature of an intention makes a behav-
iour more automatic by removing the need to make a cognitively 
taxing decision in situ about whether to perform the behaviour.33 
An implementation intention also makes a person more inclined 
to notice the opportunity to implement their desired behaviour 
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by raising perceptual awareness of the cue.34 A very simple ex-
ample would be to pair a reliable cue like a television commercial 
break with a behaviour such as completing a set of push-ups. The 
implementation intention is “if a commercial break appears on 
the television, then I will get up and do 10 push-ups.” This may 
be used to achieve a higher order goal such as passing a military 
fitness test. In terms of leadership behaviour, an individual may, 
for example, set an intention to be away from their desk talking 
to their subordinates whenever they happen to have a cup of cof-
fee in hand.  This intention could flow from a higher order goal 
to be more approachable to the team. 

Implementation intentions have been found to assist in develop-
ing desirable behaviour in a range of contexts.35 However, there 
is significant heterogeneity in the effect sizes noted.36 This may 
be due to specific types of implementation intentions leading to 
better outcomes than others. Ariaanse et al. outlined that inten-
tions to replace an undesired behaviour with a more desirable 
alternative tends to show positive effect, as do intentions to ig-
nore a cue associated with a subsequent undesirable behaviour. 
Unfortunately, intentions to negate or stop doing a behaviour are 
somewhat less effective, possibly due to the fact that trying to 
suppress a behaviour may have unintended ironic effects.37 

ACTION PLANNING

Action planning is similar to implementation intentions in that 
both involve cue-contingency generation. A key differentiator is 
that action planning offers a broader form of planning intention 
than the very narrow if-then format tied to a very stable and spe-
cific external cue. Furthermore, action planning expands plan-
ning to allow the when, where and how aspects of target behav-
iour to be considered.38 This may make action planning a more 
effortful, deliberate and cognitively taxing process, but it also 
allows for broader conceptualizations of more complex and real-
istic behaviours. Where implementation intentions are useful for 
simple tasks like drinking a glass of water when waking up in the 
morning, they may not be sufficiently sophisticated to address 
the more complex chains of behaviour required for completion 
of a circuit at the gym.
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One of the key reasons that goals are not more strongly cor-
related with outcomes is the presence of barriers that interfere 
with goal completion. This has been described as the intention- 
behaviour gap.39 These barriers are particularly important during 
the maintenance or volitional phase of behaviour change.40 Bar-
riers can be encountered externally within the individual’s envi-
ronment or internally through fluctuations in internal states. For 
external barriers, an augmentation in action planning can help 
to overcome foreseeable barriers to persisting with a behavioural 
change. These action and coping plans combine a well-articulated 
intention to carry out a behaviour in relation to a cue along with 
a clear plan to overcome likely barriers to sustaining the desired 
behaviour.41 A coping plan may include a range of self-regulatory 
techniques tailored to the situation which remove the need for a 
cognitively taxing in situ response.42 A person honest with them-
selves generally has a good idea of what is likely to stall their 
behaviour change efforts, whether it be the presence of a par-
ticularly appetizing donut in the context of dieting, or a stretch 
of inclement weather when trying to be more active, and this 
may be based on their previous efforts to change the target be-
haviour. Coping planning capitalizes on this self-knowledge 
and increases the likelihood of the initial implementation being 
sustained. To illustrate, in a longitudinal study of 352 cardiac 
outpatients, Sniehotta et al. found that those participants who 
conducted planning to overcome barriers reported achieving 
higher levels of exercise four months after discharge.43 Likewise 
Araujo-Soares et al. found that action planning increased physi-
cal activity in a group of adolescents, but only when paired with 
coping planning, therefore it is likely that a synergistic effect  
occurs when pairing these planning activities.44

INTENTIONS THAT MAINTAIN BEHAVIOUR

For barriers that are related to internal states, implementation 
intentions can be used as a shield against these unhelpful states. 
In the maintenance phase of goal-directed behaviour, individuals 
may experience unwanted internal states that conflict with their 
goal. An example would be craving junk food when attempting 
to maintain a healthy diet or fear-related states when performing 
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a competitive sport.45 Individuals can form if-then plans in these 
circumstances to manage the internal state. One example is pro-
vided by Achtziger et al. who instructed participants in an inter-
vention designed to reduce their consumption of a self-selected 
junk food to tell themselves three times “and if I think about my 
chosen food, then I will ignore that thought.” The researchers 
found that the participants significantly reduced their consump-
tion of the target food relative to a control group.46 This research 
was extended to the sports performance arena. Participants who 
were under pressure to perform in a tennis match were guided to 
choose from four possible negative internal states, some cogni-
tive, some physiological and some motivational, that might arise 
from performance anxiety. Participants were then offered a large 
range of possible coping responses to choose from to counteract 
these internal states. Achtziger et al. found that this intervention 
improved performance to the extent that third party observers 
rated the participants’ performances as better despite being un-
aware of the manipulation.47 

Shielding interventions have also been effective in reducing bias 
in decision-making, counteracting ego-depletion when perform-
ing a complex cognitive task, and maintaining social sensitivity 
under conditions of self-definitional incompleteness.48 This sug-
gests that an effective intervention to manage disruptive internal 
states in the maintenance phase of behaviour change will cue the 
participant to identify the negative internal state, and prompt a 
prospective intention to engage in a self-regulation strategy in 
response (i.e., catching themselves before it happens). For some-
one wanting to change their health-related behaviour, this could 
relate to motivational states where one no longer wishes to sus-
tain the new behaviour, physiological states (e.g., ignoring crav-
ings) or managing unhelpful thoughts by choosing to ignore or 
replace the thoughts. 

FLEXIBLE APPROACH

Another important consideration in pairing cues and target 
behaviour is whether individuals should be aiming to develop 
strong routines around when they implement the behaviour 
(e.g., going to the gym at the same time each day) or whether 
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it is better to be flexible. Previous research on implementation 
intentions or if-then plans, suggests that stable cues are impor-
tant. However, Beshears et al. point out that flexibility may be 
equally important as the rigidity of the narrow cues in if-then 
plans could lead to failure.49 An overreliance on routine may lead 
to failure for people whose life contexts are more fluid or un-
predictable (e.g., people who do shift work, travel frequently or 
otherwise have disruptions to their daily routines), especially if 
these setbacks lead to stopping the new behaviour altogether or 
a “falling off the wagon” effect. Beshears et al. found that after a 
period of incentivization, those who were rewarded for gym at-
tendance within a narrow, specified time window had a swifter 
decrease in gym attendance than those who were able to attend 
more flexibly within any time window. A combination of a flex-
ible approach with implementation intentions could be the solu-
tion; an intention to notice the opportunity to go to the gym and 
respond accordingly may be more achievable for those with fluid 
schedules as compared to the rigid approach of being cued by a 
specific time of day. For those with a consistent daily schedule, 
the time of day may be a more appropriate cue. 

Sufficient research now exists to offer “best practice” guidelines 
for planning interventions. In a review of existing research, 
Hagger and Luszczynska suggest augmenting planning with ad-
ditional support such as prompts, guides and structured plan-
ning sheets to maximize the effect of the intervention over time; 
checking to ensure the production of quality plans with the 
intended effect; and using additional planning activities (i.e., 
“boosters”) administered longitudinally that allow the individual 
to reiterate their original plan or alter their plan to be more effec-
tive.50 Collectively, this suggests that being able to support lead-
ers in their behaviour change attempts will involve supporting 
them with structured planning prompts and coping ideas, and 
scheduling booster sessions to maintain adherence. 

USE OF REWARDS

The use of consequences to change behaviour is not a recent no-
tion. A significant contributor to the body of research into con-
sequences and behaviour is B. F. Skinner, whose behaviourist 
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approach was largely concerned with both the prediction and 
control of behaviour. His theories of behaviour identified the 
environment as the key causal factor driving behaviour and 
somewhat dismissed the possibility that internal factors may be 
at play.51 Nonetheless, his ideas offer the opportunity to closely 
examine the contingencies that may then be altered to drive a 
change in behaviour. Because external contingencies are more 
readily identifiable and quantifiable, they may also be easier to 
control. 

Reward is a consequence typically associated with attempts to 
sustain new behaviour, proposing  that if a person experiences 
positive consequences or reduced negative consequences, they 
will be more likely to engage in that behaviour. Rewards are most 
effective when they are desirable and delivery is uncertain. This 
may seem counterintuitive; however, intermittent reinforcement 
has proven to be a powerful stimulus of behaviour and is evi-
dent when watching people glued to slot machines or frequently 
checking Facebook.52 In contrast, more consistent patterns of re-
inforcement have shown to be less effective in sustaining behav-
iour change over the long term despite some short-term prom-
ise.53,54 This effect of reward becoming less effective over time is 
due to the fact that the reward-related neurotransmitter, dopa-
mine, is more likely to be triggered by an unexpected reward, 
rather than a predicted reward.55

Some creativity is required for an individual to harness the pow-
er of intermittent reinforcement when it comes to changing their 
own behaviour. One way would be to hand control over some 
personally salient and desirable rewards to a third party (e.g., 
partner, family member, friend or colleague) to administer the 
reward according to a random timetable unknown to the indi-
vidual. This, of course, should also be administered alongside 
proof of compliance with the target behaviour. 

An alternative approach to reward that shows particular promise 
is the idea of temptation bundling.56 This involves pairing a de-
sirable activity with the desired target. An important feature of 
temptation bundling is that it requires the gratifying behaviour 
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occur in concert with the target behaviour.  Hence, it has the 
potential to both limit potentially time-wasting behaviour and 
promote new healthy behaviour by increasing the enjoyment 
of the behaviour and distracting from negative aspects. Natu-
rally, you would want to avoid pairing a behaviour that would 
simply cancel out the other (e.g., eating donuts while running 
on a treadmill). Milkman et al. demonstrated the effect of temp-
tation bundling by pairing exercise with access to audiobooks, 
which led to an increase in exercise behaviour in comparison to 
a control group.57 This effect did decrease over time, which could 
mean that this intervention is more useful for initiation rather 
than maintenance of behaviour. Interestingly, a large portion of 
the participants demonstrated a keen willingness to engage in 
more strictly controlled bundling (e.g., handing over their audio 
device to be locked in a cupboard at the gym, only to be provided 
access when exercising). As with intermittent rewards, perhaps 
the key is to solicit the help of others to more strictly enforce 
the pairing of these behaviours. This may be important as self-
initiated incentives and rewards have not been shown to have 
particularly large effect sizes, which is related to the observation 
that people actually fail to deliver on the incentives and rewards 
intended for themselves.58

TURNING OFF UNWANTED HABITS

To stop existing and unwanted/unhelpful behaviour presents an 
additional challenge to starting a novel behaviour, as past be-
haviour is one of the strongest predictors of future behaviour.59 
To overcome this, a person needs to break the automaticity  
of behaviour by bringing a non-conscious process back  
under conscious control. Unfortunately, humans tend to under- 
estimate how much of their behaviour is automatic rather than 
deliberate, and they tend to overestimate how much of their be-
haviour is goal driven by generating after-the-fact explanations 
for their own behaviour.60,61 The following strategies are designed 
to assist in this challenging task.
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Strategic Self-Control

To stop an unwanted habit is traditionally associated with enact-
ing self-control or will-power to delay or deny the instant grati-
fication that is sought in favour of a long-term beneficial out-
come.62 It is also associated with particularly poor outcomes.63 
This has been attributed to limited physiological resources, al-
though the mechanisms of this are now in dispute.64,65 Regard-
less, Duckworth et al. argue that self-control should not just be 
limited to “effortful, in-the-moment self-mastery in the face of 
pressing temptation,” as this results in a form of intra-psychic 
battle where a person’s “wants” and “should” compete for su-
premacy.66 This is nicely captured by the analogy of an angel and 
a devil sitting on your shoulder, compelling you to act on their 
wishes. Duckworth et al. make a case for a shift in focus away 
from intra-psychic strategies of self-control and towards a focus 
on the situation. To do this, they advocate for applying a process 
model of self-control.67 In this model, a chain of events leading 
to behaviour is the overarching framework, and outlining this 
process offers clear insight into the most appropriate points to 
intervene in order to increase self-control. The model defines 
how and when self-control strategies work and demonstrates 
how impulses are “responses and tendencies that develop over 
time.”68 They argue that intervening in this process earlier rather 
than later allows an individual to enact strategies that manipu-
late the situation or environment rather than relying purely on 
will-power to resist an impulse. This makes this approach con-
siderably more sustainable and effective, and gives rise to the 
term strategic self-control. 

Duckworth et al. outline two important prerequisites for the 
model to be effective: metacognition and prospection. Metacog-
nition is essentially “thinking about thinking” and this ability 
helps us to resist temptation by allowing us to observe our own 
impulses and contrast short-term and long-term desires. Being 
aware of where our actual behaviour departs from our desired 
behaviour is thus a prerequisite for this model to be effective. 
In situations where someone has blindspots and is less aware of 
their behaviour, a coach may be able to offer illumination. The 
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second pre-condition is prospection or the “cognitive depiction 
of potential futures.”69 Prospection, in combination with meta-
cognition, can help develop a more strategic approach to man-
aging impulses. Both of these processes, if deliberately engaged, 
will help make the automatic, non-conscious, habits more con-
scious so they can be brought under intentional control. There-
fore, an awareness of the cue preceding the unwanted behaviour 
is useful. 

Duckworth et al.’s model is characterized by stages with specific 
features and distinct strategies to apply.70 Stage one, Situation Se-
lection, is characterized by consciously choosing to be in places 
or with people that facilitate self-control, and is consequently 
very strategic in nature. It involves choosing to be surrounded 
by physical or social cues that promote the preferred behaviour 
and inhibit the undesired behaviour. Some examples of situation 
selection are choosing to spend the morning in a café complet-
ing some writing without the distraction of colleagues, asking 
a waiter not to bring the dessert menu or removing distracting 
apps from a smart phone. Stage two is called Situation Modifica-
tion. In this instance, if a situation cannot be avoided, an attempt 
is made to change features of the situation to make the desired 
behaviour easier to complete and the undesired behaviour more 
difficult. This requires a degree of pre-commitment. Examples of 
this type of modification include unchecking the box that keeps 
you signed in to Facebook, placing your alarm clock out of reach 
on the other side of the room or packing your gym bag the night 
before so you are ready to go in the morning. Stage three, At-
tentional Deployment, can be used when one is unable to avoid 
or modify a tempting situation. It relies on the principle that it is 
difficult to attend to all available information in any given situ-
ation. For example, when one is faced with a struggle to get out 
of bed on a cold morning, attention could instead be diverted 
to thinking about a forthcoming hot cup of coffee. Another ex-
ample would be listening to music while running in order to dis-
tract from any fatigue or discomfort. The next stage is Cognitive 
Change or changing how one thinks about or appraises a situ-
ation. This strategy may use forms of psychological distancing 
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such as enacting mental representations of long-term goals (e.g., 
reframing fatigue as evidence of hard work). The final stage is 
called Response Modulation, which is useful in unavoidable sit-
uations or where earlier interventions have not been implement-
ed. This strategy will be easily recognizable as the need to employ 
will-power, but it is typically less successful as it is cognitively 
demanding. In these instances, individuals could use breathing 
exercises or techniques such as being vigilant in monitoring and 
reacting to potential slip-ups.71 

The most appropriate strategies at each stage will depend largely 
on the target behaviour and the longer-term goal, and will re-
quire a careful analysis of typical habits, and desired end states. 
This requires deliberate planning and analysis prior to enacting. 
When it comes to changing health-related behaviour, it is sensi-
ble to consider consulting experts in domain-specific areas (e.g., 
registered dietitians, personal trainers, psychologists and execu-
tive coaches) to develop strategies that are evidenced-based in 
order to achieve the best outcome and to avoid potential harm. 
In any case, knowledge of the process of self-control will assist 
to identify appropriate strategies and give better insight into  
behaviour.

Interrupting the Cue

Stable cues are a key mechanism of habit maintenance and can 
be used to establish new habits. These cues may include loca-
tions, time of day, mood, physiological state and even the pres-
ence of people.72 Accordingly, interruptions to the cue itself may 
offer a means to stop unwanted habits. In a study of university 
students who moved away from home, Wood et al. found that 
the change in living location led to a reduction of habitual be-
haviour due to the loss of cue associated with the behaviour. 
This led positive habitual behaviours to come back under the 
control of intentional or goal-driven systems.73 This strategy of-
fers some noteworthy hope for military personnel who typically 
undertake frequent changes in work location; being assigned to 
a new location presents an opportunity to stop habitual behav-
iour and implement goal-driven behaviour away from the cues 
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that previously triggered behaviour. Therefore, when planning 
a move, helpful cues in the environment should be considered 
to deliberately plan new behaviour (e.g., seeking out the nearest 
gym, swimming pool or running route or considering sources of 
healthy food and opportunities for social interaction). It should 
also be noted that some cues associated with bad habits may  
remain, especially those that are less associated with location. 

For those that are not in a position to change locations, the pre-
viously cited work on habit disruption may offer a viable alterna-
tive.74 In their online “Do Something Different” program, Pine 
and Fletcher offer daily electronic prompts to disrupt behaviour. 
These small changes, which may be as simple as sitting on the 
opposite end of the couch from what is usually selected, are de-
signed to dismantle the web of habits that exist by targeting the 
preceding behaviours and thoughts. Hence, this approach relies 
less on change in location and more on interacting with your 
existing location differently. Nevertheless, this alters the percep-
tion of cues in the environment, may offer a useful means of 
stopping habits, and has been associated with positive change in 
health related behaviour and outcomes.75,76

Mindfulness

Mindfulness training involves learning to regulate one’s atten-
tion to stay in the present moment, despite inevitable distrac-
tions, for sustained periods of time. Mindfulness has exploded 
in popularity over the last 10-15 years, thanks in part to overin-
flated claims of being a remedy for all manner of organizational 
woes. Initially introduced to the west from eastern traditions 
rooted in Buddhist philosophy, mindfulness in its western form 
is commonly described as “paying attention to relevant aspects 
of experience in a non-judgmental manner.”77 Having moved be-
yond the hype, the benefits of training in this way have now been 
well documented. A recent meta-analysis examined the effect 
of a standardized 8-week training protocol, Mindfulness Based 
Stress Reduction (MBSR), across 29 studies in healthy popula-
tions (i.e., non-clinical participants; N = 2,668).78 The authors 
found a large significant effect for mindfulness training lowering 
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stress, a moderate effect for lowering anxiety, depression, distress 
and improving quality of life. A small but significant effect was 
also found for mindfulness practice improving rates of burnout. 

Neuroscience research has additionally made mindfulness more 
attractive by providing a scientific explanation for the effects that 
this type of training provides. For example, mindfulness training 
appears to enhance attentional monitoring systems in the brain, 
supported by the anterior cingulate and lateral prefrontal cor-
tices. This mindful attention state has been demonstrated to be 
neurologically distinct from other habitual cognitive evaluative 
states.79 Non-reactionary attentional training is a way of redi-
recting resources away from evaluative cognitive process that are 
commonly dysfunctional, such as judging, labelling, and con-
structing biased narration around the facts of experience. The 
confluence of research into mindfulness is demonstrating that 
deliberate training helps to restructure neural mechanisms of 
non-conscious habitual responding.  

The process of mindfulness training allows the leader to cultivate 
a degree of insight into their own behaviour, and with practice, 
potentially choose more useful alternative behaviours. Practic-
ing mindfulness initially requires frequent deliberate, effortful, 
practice to notice when the mind has wandered off and to return 
to the object of attention. As this skill slowly builds, greater abil-
ity is cultivated to notice when unhelpful, biased, incompetent or 
derailing behaviours are occurring and then to have some degree 
of choice about the corrective action. In this way, the mindful-
ness skill is not so much about sitting in a chair or on a cushion 
and focusing on one’s breath, it is about developing future ca-
pacity to deal with challenging situations. Mindfulness practice 
simply gives the leader more choice. 

Mindfulness training has augmented successful interventions to 
reduce habitual behaviour such as smoking and craving-related 
eating.80,81 As such, Mason et al. explain how mindfulness com-
plements operant conditioning to combat habitual behaviour as-
sociated with cravings. Firstly, increased mindfulness can make 
someone more aware of their habits and the antecedents or cues 



I NTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES ON LEADING EFFECTIVELY           | 77

CHAPTER 4

that generate these habits. Secondly, increased mindfulness al-
lows a person to see the consequences or results of their habit 
and allows them to examine the true cost-benefits of the im-
mediately gratifying behaviour. In doing so, they may be able to 
reconsider unhelpful behaviour as being less rewarding. Lastly, 
mindfulness may allow a person to “sit with” their craving until 
it passes, perhaps through a type of psychological distancing or 
defusing from the thought.82 Consequently, increasing one’s abil-
ity to employ mindfulness strategies is also likely to complement 
the process model of self-control, particularly the stages related 
to attentional deployment and response modulation.

There are enumerable ways of practicing mindfulness, but sever-
al are worth considering for novices. Initial practice will invari-
ably seem daunting and possibly frustrating, as the untrained 
mind habitually strays off to think about one’s to-do list or to 
rehash a conversation with an annoying colleague. It is worth-
while downloading a mindfulness training app (i.e., Headspace™, 
Calm™ or Buddhify™) or having a guided audio track playing. It 
initially helps to be reminded intermittently to be aware if one 
has become caught up in other thinking and, if so, gently return 
to the object of attention.

ORGANIZATIONAL APPLICATIONS 

Organizations often attempt to achieve learning transfer by chang-
ing people’s attitudes towards a topic. In the area of health behav-
iour, this can emerge as lessons on the impact of stress, diet and 
the importance of physical activity. It may also look like health 
education or promotions such as smoking cessation campaigns. 
The New Zealand Defence Force (NZDF) is no different in that 
personnel are provided with a wide range of information promot-
ing healthy lifestyle choices as well as access to a range of medical 
and physical training support. As part of leader development pro-
grams delivered by the NZDF Institute for Leader Development 
(ILD), personalized health profiles are provided to senior leaders 
that include a range of predictive biological measures. Neverthe-
less, we know that this information may be insufficient to provoke 
lasting change. Therefore, these programs are now augmented 
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with guidance on how to develop clear goals, make desired behav-
iour more habitual and manage unhelpful habits. 

ILD supports leaders to make health- and resilience-related 
goals alongside other leadership development goals. This sup-
port takes the form of educational sessions about the mecha-
nisms of habit, interactive self-coaching guides and individual 
one-on-one coaching as required. ILD also recognizes that at-
titude can follow from behaviour change. To this end, desired 
behaviours are reinforced within the training. Examples include 
providing meals and snacks devised by a registered dietitian, in-
corporating walking meetings, and scheduled exercise such as 
high intensity interval training. For some courses, participants 
are encouraged to attend in clothing suitable for exercise in or-
der to make it easier for them to fit some activity into their day, 
and the training is delivered away from the distractions of the 
workplace. This is important to ensure that the training is de-
signed in such a way that it does not contradict the important 
messages being sent. Beyond the course itself, the supervisors 
of participants play a large role in supporting desired behaviour 
change on their return to the workplace context, as do the peer 
cohorts which are formed during training. This is facilitated by 
encouraging the supervisors to visit their subordinates during 
the final day of training, during which time specific development 
goals and plans are shared with the supervisors since they may 
be in a position to assist in the removal of barriers that prevent 
behaviour change. 

CONCLUSION
A focus on health and well-being and its behavioural anteced-
ents is important for leaders as they grapple with the need to be 
at the top of their game while experiencing recognizable barriers 
to self-care. Mastery of habit offers a useful means of address-
ing health behaviour due to the tendency to revert to automatic 
behaviour while under stress. Mastery of habit requires leaders 
to make desired habits easier to perform through understand-
ing and utilizing available cues, forming explicit intentions and 
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engaging in detailed planning to overcome predicted barriers. 
Making the most of location changes (as is often part of military 
life) is also a useful cue interruption strategy. In order to stop 
unwanted habits a process model of self-control offers guidance 
to aid analysis of one’s own habitual behaviour and the opportu-
nities to intervene earlier in this process. Practicing mindfulness 
strategies may also work to strengthen one’s ability to success-
fully use strategies related to self-control.
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CHAPTER 5

FAKE NEWS AS A CONSTRAINT  
ON LEADERSHIP: CONCEPTS AND  

EXPLANATIONS
Alexander Thielen, BS; Claes Wallenius, PhD; and Aida Alvinius, PhD*

INTRODUCTION
We are living in a post-truth era when facts are ignored or tend 
to be denied.1 We are surrounded by lies, fake news and pseudo-
facts, which tends to undermine the ability to understand what is 
true or what is false.2 When it comes to leadership, it is difficult 
to make decisions based on false information, mishandled statis-
tics and/or inadequate information, especially when information 
about incidents bounces back more swiftly through countless 
communications technologies and in volumes that escalate day 
by day.3 This is an issue for not only military leaders and cri-
sis managers, but also for leaders within the public and private 
sectors. This chapter is a case study based on an inductive and 
explorative approach of how leadership can be affected by false 
rumours during a terrorist attack. 

On 7 April 2017, in central Stockholm, the capital of Sweden, a 
hijacked lorry was intentionally driven into crowds along a pe-
destrian street. According to the police, five people were killed 
and fourteen were seriously injured. During this terrorist at-
tack, rumours of a shooting in central Stockholm began to move 
through traditional media. In social media, the rumour spread so 
fast that the authorities felt forced to act on this potential threat. 
These rumours were, however, false. No shooting ever occurred 
that was connected with the terrorist incident. Still, a number of 
questions may be asked: 
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• Who or what started the rumour? 
• Was it intentional or due to a misunderstanding? 
• Did people merely make excessive interpretations of what 

they saw or heard? 
• Did people see (and report) terrorists everywhere, when 

media reporting began? 
• Was it someone loyal to the terrorist who deliberately 

spread the rumour to increase panic? 
• What impact does new technology have on the dissemina-

tion of such rumours? 

Regardless, police redistributed scarce resources because of this 
fake news. This leads us to ask:  How should crisis managers and 
authorities handle fake news and rumours? 

DATA SELECTION AND METHODOLOGICAL 
APPROACH
At the beginning of our research, we used Google as our prin-
cipal search engine to chart how the media framed the terror 
attack in Stockholm. The searches took place during the period 
between 20 August and 20 September 2017. The data collection 
approach was inductive and explorative. Data were collected pri-
marily by searching the electronic media databases using key-
words relevant to the study topic:  Drottninggatan, Stockholm, 
accident, police, truck, Åhléns, Central Station, shootout, fire-
arms, guns, Fridhemsplan, terror, attack, and a variety of com-
binations including terms such as “what we know” and “this has 
happened.” The main source of data comprised media articles, 
both tabloid and daily evening papers, but also included data 
from social media and public statements from authorities. The 
search identified 412 traditional news articles from the day of 7 
April. Of the 412 articles, 77 mentioned the shooting that never 
occurred, while the remaining 345 did not. Table 5.1 reveals the 
media’s referenced sources for the shooting reports.
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   NEWS REPORT (NUMBER) SOURCE

Police Other 
Newspaper

Self 
(Writer or 
Reporter)

Witness

Shooting Confirmed (28) 11 8 5 4

Shooting Unconfirmed (27) 24 0 0 3

Shooting Denied (22) 22 0 0 0

Total Reports (77) 57 8 5 7

Table 5.1. Overview of Printed Data Materials from the Incident on 7 April

In this chapter, we will first describe the terrorist attack with a 
focus on the unreliability of media reporting. Next, we will elab-
orate on the theory, potential causes, and effects of intentional 
or unintentional fake news. This will be addressed at three lev-
els: the individual, society and media development. We will then 
discuss the leadership challenges of information management 
in military and civil defence contexts. Finally, we will conclude 
with practical implications for leaders facing fake news. 

THE 4/7 TERRORIST ATTACK
On 7 April 2017, Rakhmat Akilov sat outside a restaurant in 
central Stockholm. He was wearing a green jacket and had a 
sports bag over his shoulder. In his bag, were the components 
of a bomb. At 14:45 local time, a truck stopped outside the res-
taurant near Akilov. When the driver left the truck to load his 
goods, Akilov jumped into the driver’s seat and drove away. 
After a few minutes, Akilov reached Drottninggatan, a major 
pedestrian street. There he increased speed and passed between 
some concrete barriers. He later said that his purpose was to pun-
ish those who bomb “his” country and to kill the “unfaithful.”  
Akilov killed five people and injured 14 seriously during the terror 
attack along Drottninggatan. The truck that Akilov drove finally 
crashed into a building and Akilov disappeared from the site. 

At 14:53, the first call came in to the alarm centre regarding 
the ongoing terror attack. When the police were called to the 
site, they were prepared for the fact that there could be armed  
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perpetrators inside the building into which the truck had 
crashed.4 

At 15:17, the earliest reports of shooting in the centre of  
Stockholm were arriving and this information spread to several 
media platforms. Between 15:25 and 16:00, traditional media 
confirmed the shooting:

At 20:40 the police could confirm that an arrest had taken 
place of a person suspected of involvement in the attack.5

Police confirmed gunfire at Hötorget [a city square] and 
Åhléns [a department store] according to information to 
Expressen [a tabloid newspaper].6 

When the information that several shootings had taken place at 
various locations in Stockholm spread on social media and news 
platforms, police sent resources to check on the information and 
later reported that shooting was unconfirmed on their website. 
Unconfirmed information, in this context, means that there is no 
clear evidence that the information is true or false. The following 
quotes regarding the unconfirmed shootings were reported by 
traditional media: 

As a result, information about shooting[s] from various 
sources, including at Fridhemsplan [a plaza and metro sta-
tion] on Kungsholmen [an urban district] in Stockholm, 
was reported. [...] However this information has not yet 
been confirmed by the police.7

According to unconfirmed information to Dagens  
Nyheter [a daily newspaper], shooting has been reported 
from the area around Fridhemsplan at Kungsholmen in 
Stockholm.8

A review of the 77 shooting-related news items reveals that it 
was not until around 16:00 before traditional media was widely 
reporting unconfirmed shooting. However, rumours appear to 
travel faster than police information. Thus, while shooting was 
still unconfirmed by police, this did not stop the rumours that a 
shooting had occurred. 
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At 16:36, the police stated that no shooting had taken place. This 
represents “denied information” as an authority has stated that 
the current information is invalid. The following quote describes 
such information in the traditional media: 

Panic occurred when rumours about shooting[s] at sev-
eral locations in Stockholm were reported [...], however, at 
a later stage the rumours were denied by the police.9

In sum, between 15:17 and 16:36, there was uncertainty as to 
whether shooting[s] had occurred. This uncertainty was en-
hanced by the media and resulted in the police allocating resourc-
es to further investigate the incident. Specifically, officers were di-
verted to the site where shooting was reported even though they 
were needed to handle the main incident (i.e., the terror attack). 
This crisis management and response event is unique in that the 
presence of fake news demanded more of leaders and decision-
makers responding to the event. In the next section, we will  
discuss fake news and related concepts.

FAKE NEWS, FALSE NEWS AND RELATED 
CONCEPTS

In the study of the media framing of the terrorist attack in  
Stockholm, one of the results was the report of shootings that 
had never taken place. At first sight, one might wonder if this is 
a situation that journalists10,11 and writers12 call fake news. How-
ever, after studying the term more closely, it seems that there 
are some differences between news that is false and news that is 
fake.13 Dullien and Shapiro argue that lies have been given a new 
face – possibly several – through the use of technology.14 This 
phenomenon is now known as alternative facts, misinformation, 
exaggeration, untruth or a stretch. Craig Silverman, News Media 
Editor on Buzzfeed, remarked: 

Online misinformation, and the exploitation and manipu-
lation of our information environment, are real, complex 
problems affecting global societies. By making the term 
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“fake news” ubiquitous and muddled, we lost a battle in 
the actual war against completely false information.15

One form of political disinformation that had a prominent place 
in journalism during the United States presidential election in 
2016 was called fake news. However, it is not easy to understand 
the complex descriptions of the words, since they are different 
wherever you look. The Guardian claims:

Fake news is completely made up and designed to deceive 
readers to maximize traffic and profit.16 

If a cynical view is taken, a lot of media platforms practise some 
kinds of shady news production to increase the traffic of readers 
into their domains. US News’ Robert Schlesinger has a narrower 
definition of fake news. He writes that:

Fake news is [...] actually fabricated stories which are ei-
ther wholly not grounded in fact or work in enough false-
hoods as to be misleading.17

This should not be confused with biased journalism, which  
Zimdars18 argues is at least as difficult to navigate. A definition 
used by Allcott and Gentzkow in their study of fake news  during 
the US 2016 election say that news articles that are intention-
ally and verifiably false and could mislead readers are considered 
fake news.19 This definition also includes satirical articles. 

First Draft News’ collaboration with Global Voices resulted in lay-
ers of nuances found in the category fake news. They state that 
the nuances found in fake news are misinformation divided into 
different categories:20

• False connection: the headlines or caption does not sup-
port the content. 

• Misleading information.

• Authentic material used in the wrong context. The example 
provided is a picture of people crossing a land border with 
a slogan text of Trump’s electoral promises. The picture 
was meant to show the border between Mexico and the 
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US, but was later found to show the border between  
Morocco and Melilla in North Africa.21 

• Imposter news sites designed to look like other known 
brands, making people believe that it is a reliable source. 

• Manipulated content: the content on the site is changed in 
order to deceive. 

• Fabricated content: the content is totally made up in order 
to deceive. 

In Table 5.2, we depict the complex differences between informa-
tion posted on news sites by mapping approaches and purposes 
for educational purposes only. In rows, we list the approaches 
that actors on media platforms use to get consumers to read their 
content. Actors, in this context, may be opinion makers, poli-
ticians, journalists or even nations. In the columns, we list the 
content purposes to create the matrix of approaches and pur-
poses. The point of the matrix is to highlight the approaches that 
are used as criteria for fake news and the purposes that meets 
these requirements. At the bottom of the vertical column, we 
added “fake news”, with the Allcott and Gentzkow22 definition of 
fake news and poor journalism, which we intend to clarify in the  
following paragraphs. 

False  
Connection

False  
Context

Misleading 
Content

Imposter 
Content

Manipulated  
Content

Fabricated 
Content

To Parody X X X X

To Provoke 
or Troll

X X X X X X

Electioneering X X X X

To Influence 
Politically

X X

To Propagandize X X X X X

Fake News X X X X X

Journalism X X X

Table 5.2. A matrix mapping approaches against purpose (influenced from 
First Draft News, Global Voices and Elliot Higgins’ matrix)23
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When using the Allcott and Gentzkow framework, the “propa-
gandize”, “parody” and “provoke or troll” approaches meet the 
criteria for being considered fake news, but not false connec-
tion. We argue that this is what the discourse about fake news is 
actually about: other nations trying to influence election results 
by embedding propaganda within the humour and threats of pa-
rodic accounts and websites. All other approaches can be sorted 
into categories such as false news or misinformation, which is 
an equally important issue, but paid far less attention by the me-
dia. Information on misinformation and spreading of rumours 
can be further investigated in the articles Misinformation and its 
Correction: Continued Influence and Successful Debiasing24 and  
Rumour Cascades.25 

Returning to the Stockholm terror attack case study, we can now 
discuss the incident in terms of fake news. Specifically, if fake 
news comprise “news articles that are intentionally and verifiably 
false, and could mislead readers,”26 are the rumours of a shooting 
fake news? The reporting from traditional media had some ele-
ments of fake news. The articles were not deliberately crafted to 
mislead and not likely to be false; however, they were misleading 
and created to increase the traffic on the platform on which they 
were published. 

In the next section, we will explain the occurrence of fake news 
from a psychological, sociological and societal perspective. In 
addition, we examine fake news from a media perspective and 
discuss its importance for crisis management.

DIFFERENT PERSPECTIvES ON RUMOURS

PSYCHOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVES

Rumours are particularly prevalent and consequential in times 
of disaster, because it often takes time to confirm the disaster’s 
causes and consequences. This delay provides fertile ground for 
rumours. Individuals tend to fill in the blanks, improvise news 
and spread the rumours they hear. False rumours can be par-
ticularly devastating in disaster situations. In recent years, the 
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widespread use of social media has facilitated the rapid diffusion 
of rumours.27 

In our case study, it seems that people made a false interpretation 
of what happened. One hypothesis is that the rumour appeared 
because people made a hasty interpretation of something that 
might have sounded like gunfire, but in reality was something 
else. In a city environment, there are many noises that have quite 
natural explanations.

It could be hypothesized that in a dramatic and threatening situ-
ation, people tend to interpret all that happens as a part of the 
threat. For instance, in connection with the Boston Marathon 
bombing, Twitter was filled with rumours (i.e., unsubstantiated 
information), and many of these rumours contained misinfor-
mation.28 The pattern could also be seen in connection with the 
assassination of Olof Palme in Sweden. Immediately following 
the incident, implausible tips flooded police departments for a 
number of reasons. There was a tendency for people to misinter-
pret the strange behaviours of others as evidence that they were 
somehow involved in the murder. For example, one journalist 
felt that the strange behaviour of a man at a bus stop on Birger 
Jarlsgatan [a street in Stockholm that is located on the murderer’s 
possible escape route] was suspicious enough to make it worth 
reporting. This journalist later identified the man as a police offi-
cer with right-wing extremist views. He even wrote a book about 
the incident but his statements have been judged as not cred-
ible.29 Many other testimonies of strange people or strange hap-
penings were reported to the police, but most of them were due 
to natural causes and had no connection to the murder.30

This could mean that in an antagonistic disaster, people tend to 
interpret different phenomena, that later turn out to be harmless, 
as dangers. This also implies that false rumours might not be 
intentional, which will separate them from intentional fake news 
and information warfare.

It could be argued that we have a tendency to read too much 
into different aspects of a threatening incident. From a survival 
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point of view, it is preferable to interpret one too many threats 
than to miss one. There is, in other words, a Darwinian explana-
tion. Related to this is a general tendency to overvalue enemy  
capacity and hostility. It has been established that “bad is stronger 
than good” in the way humans perceive the world. Baumeister,  
Bratslavsky, Finkenauer and Vohs conclude that “bad informa-
tion is processed more thoroughly than good” and that “bad 
impression and bad stereotypes are quicker to form and more 
resistant to disconfirmation than good ones.”31

Jervis argues that misperception almost always accompanies 
war.32 He argues that statesmen can either overestimate or un-
derestimate the other side’s capabilities and hostility. While  
others’ hostility can be overestimated or underestimated, the  
former error seems more common than the latter. The mistake  
of overvaluing enemy hostility is surely better from a survival 
point of view than the alternative. You could also argue that 
there is an evolutionary logic in the tendency to overvalue both 
the hostility and the capacity that others possess. 

There is also a cognitive explanation. Wikforss argues that the risk 
is high for everyone to suffer from confirmation bias, which in-
volves seeking information based only on the convictions we al-
ready have. This may occur more or less actively. Wikforss also 
argues that it is easier than ever in our digitized media age to find 
arguments for our own convictions, but it is also easier than ever 
to find evidence that contradicts our convictions. However, not 
everyone can devote himself or herself to checking their convic-
tions, as it takes time, requires effort and threatens our social status 
in the group. This is applicable to both citizens and journalists.33 

SOCIOLOGICAL AND SOCIETAL PERSPECTIVES

In order to explain the emergence and consequences of fake news 
as a phenomenon from a sociological perspective, we have used 
the book entitled Social Acceleration. A New Theory of Modernity, 
written by German sociologist Hartmut Rosa.34 Acceleration 
means increased quantity per unit of time. Things happen too 
fast; information spreads too fast. Put simply, this is about more 
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experiences or tasks per unit of time. Technological development 
should mean that we save time and can relax more, but every-
thing points to the opposite. Conversely, through complex rela-
tionships, technological inventions contribute to pressuring us 
into making, experiencing and achieving much more than before. 

According to Rosa, there are three different types of accelera-
tion: technological, social and the acceleration of the pace of life. 
Technological acceleration involves an increased pace with re-
gard to transport and communications as well as organization 
and administration. Examples of technological acceleration in-
clude the development of social media and its use in society. This 
is an important prerequisite for the emergence and dissemina-
tion of fake news, as anyone can produce anything at any time. 
Social acceleration means that people, organizations and systems 
are becoming more difficult to synchronize. Individuals and 
other social actors experience constant time pressure to keep 
up with fast information. Finally, Rosa suggests that life’s pace 
is perceived as accelerated. Acceleration has a self-generating  
effect, which means that a faster pace only increases. 

Rosa claims that we live in a high-speed society. Google searches, 
social media and clickocracy are just a few examples of phenom-
ena that express our high-speed lives in which we are urged to do 
more and more, quickly and flexibly. If you are to believe Rosa, 
there is not much room for individuals to shape their “being in 
time.” We are governed by contemporary time structures and 
must adapt to system and organization requirements for syn-
chronization. Those who are fastest are able to determine things 
like opening hours, schedules and deadlines. 

Similar reasoning could be used to explain the consequences of 
fake news. It is not only about the appearance of fake news, but 
also its consequences. The one who is quickest to produce news 
may “own” an interpretative precedent over a certain period of 
time or at least until a counterclaim is made. Additionally, the 
number of accidents, disasters, terrorist attacks and other natu-
ral accidents and antagonistic events have increased in number.35 
Earlier research argues that this increased number of events 
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challenges leaders in military organizations as well as within cri-
sis management systems.36

To place acceleration in the context of information flow and 
thus “fake news,” we will consider the effect of e-mail and social 
media.37 Both e-mail and social media enable an explosion of 
simultaneous interactions in seconds. Our social relations and 
opportunities to communicate with the outside world are mul-
tiplied and we and our networks do not hesitate to exploit these 
opportunities. What consequences can social and technical ac-
celeration have on leaders, especially when the risk of fake news 
is so significant? Politicians, decision-makers, and leaders are 
forced into reactive decisions, rather than being able to think in-
novatively and with vision. Decisions are made on increasingly 
unclear grounds and tend to get stuck in time-limited cycles.

MEDIA PERSPECTIVES

Crisis situations, such as the 7 April 2017 terror attack in  
Stockholm, can be understood as four different distinctions:

• How will it turn out?
• What will it affect?
• How urgent is the situation?
• What degree of uncertainty can we expect?38

The two latter distinctions are interesting because they affect the 
spread of rumours. Boin et al., authors of The Politics of Crisis 
Management,39 offer a very good description of the problems that 
urgency and uncertainty pose: 

So much happens in such [a] short time, so many prob-
lems appear simultaneously or in rapid succession, so 
many people do not know what to think and whom or 
what to trust [...].40

The result of this case study tells a story about a reported shoot-
ing that the police were forced to investigate. The urgency of the 
situation demanded decisiveness as human life was in danger. 
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When a disaster occurs, the media has the important task of 
informing citizens about the extent and consequences of the 
event.41,42 

Lewandowsky et al. find it remarkable that media, whose aim is 
to inform citizens, spreads false news to such a great extent. It is 
as if traditional media is following the trajectory of the internet,  
where the increase in information has also led to an increase in 
disinformation. Cross-fertilization between social media and 
traditional media makes it tempting for traditional media hous-
es to rapidly forward information without examining sources. 
Since the 1900s, experts in the US have noted a decline in tra-
ditional journalism and an increase in easy-to-read reporting 
without any deeper analysis.43 

Crisis situations are unclear and the public and journalists want 
information within hours. Falkheimer and Olsson44 argue if tra-
ditional media is denied access to this information, then it in-
creases the risk of speculation and the spread of rumours. Boin 
et al. argue45 this is exacerbated by a government which cannot 
communicate under the onslaught of raw data from independent 
sources. Furthermore, in the case of terrorist attacks, the police 
are reluctant to release information in the midst of an ongoing 
investigation. Thus, when the media receives desirable informa-
tion from a witness, it may not be especially critical of the only 
source of information currently available. 

Journalists, especially in crisis situations, want to create traffic on 
their platform and may have a bias toward publishing the most 
sensational story regardless of whether or not there is confir-
mation of the story. In our example, the information about the 
shooting was not fabricated with the intent of being malicious, 
or to have crisis management resources allocated to the site.  
Police, military and civic leaders have reason to believe some-
thing is of concern if they are all receiving incorrect informa-
tion from a source. Wikforss calls this “the bandwagon effect” 
because people are willing to have the same opinion as others in 
order to strengthen group affiliation.46 The false assumption here 
is that “everyone cannot be wrong.” 
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Modern media has increasingly adopted the ambition to deliver 
the news in real time through live television. In the event of an 
incident such as discussed in this case study, this could mean live 
broadcasting for many hours. When there is not much to report 
after a while, the broadcast is then filled with endless comments 
from spectators or “experts.”  In this scenario, it is always more 
tempting to report “news” without any fact checking.  

In general, the development of information technology has led 
to an increased amount of information for decision-makers at all 
levels. It has also led to the fact that everyone can send informa-
tion, photos and videos all over the world, and in some cases 
such information can create, prevent and influence crises. An ad-
ditional effect of this development is that society and authorities’ 
control of the flow of information has decreased significantly. 
This citizen-generated material has contributed to a great change 
in crisis communication. In crises, a disaster society – the digital 
equivalent of the physical site – emerges. All major natural disas-
ters in recent years have been very well documented in real time, 
as anyone can photograph and post pictures in social media, and 
often before journalists arrive.47

LEADERSHIP IMPLICATIONS
We have concluded that there are a number of concepts related 
to fake news:  lies, false news, pseudo-facts, misinformation and 
rumours. Even though there is no consensus on their definitions, 
they can be distinguished along several dimensions. They can 
be intentional or accidental, with or without hostile intent, and 
published on different platforms where social media seems to the 
most common. We have also discussed several causes of fake news 
that reflect the society we live in (e.g., social acceleration), the way 
modern media functions or the psychological characteristics of 
the receiver. Fake news could also be part of a political or religious 
agenda, presumably by an extremist group or hostile nation.

We do not claim that there is any simple solution as to how to 
handle information in a crisis. Any decision-maker in a cri-
sis management situation will face the challenge of unknown  
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information or fake facts. This may be suboptimal from a deci-
sion point of view, but a crisis manager must still be aware of 
the risks of intentional or unintentional fake news. Military and 
political leaders must be aware that false information is a part 
of modern warfare and crisis management. Depending on op-
portunities, facts should be checked as much as possible. There 
is a general need for “eyes on the ground.” This also implies the 
need for cooperation and communication. In a case like the ter-
ror incident in Stockholm, with all facts now on hand, we can 
conclude that the news reporters should have checked some facts 
before they relayed them to their audiences.  

We recommend future military leaders maintain an awareness of 
the potential risk factors associated with rumours during a crisis. 
Some risk factors are due to contextual factors. Modern infor-
mation and communication technology has increased the need 
for a validity check, since almost anyone with a smart phone 
and an internet connection can send (true or false) informa-
tion throughout the world. Other risk factors are related to the  
sender. There is a greater risk of intentional rumours when there 
is an antagonistic relationship between individuals or groups that 
have hostile or propagandistic motives. Finally, some risk fac-
tors are related to the receiver of the information. Even without 
hostile intent, in a crisis context, there is a risk of misinterpret-
ing information. Thus, a leader should be aware of the general 
tendencies for people to (mis)interpret phenomena when under 
the stress of a crisis, and in other situations where emotional  
reactions might escalate this tendency. We believe these are some 
of the receiver biases:

• To perceive a thing as worse that it is based on its survival 
value.

• To over-interpret occurrences as related to the crisis. 
• To over-attribute hostile intentions, especially when the 

crisis involves antagonistic parties.
• To use standard explanations concerning where to place 

blame. 



 100 | FROM KNOWING TO DOING: 

SWEDEN

• To seek attention for oneself or one’s own platform by 
over-dramatizing information.

An important part of leader decision-making is to check facts 
before acting. This implies that a decision-maker or leader must 
check the validity of any important information. We believe that 
the validity check should include the following steps:

• Check the origin of the information. Is it from a witness? 
Is it from news media? Is it from a professional source?  
Is it from a source with a political agenda?

• Do we know if the information is valid?
• If unsure, is it possible to check the validity?  
• If yes, check and then use it as a decision basis if valid-

ity is confirmed.
• If no, regard the information as non-confirmed and 

exercise care when drawing implications. 

If the information at hand is relevant and important, try to check 
its validity as soon as possible.  The desire to validity check may 
conflict with the desire to act immediately. Accordingly, there 
may be occasions in a crisis when a validity check is not possible 
due to lack of time or because of other restrictions. The valid-
ity check may also conflict with military culture, since military 
culture tends to favour intuition over rational, and more time-
consuming, decision-making. Regardless of whether or not in-
formation has been validated, be as open as possible to the public 
and with cooperating agencies about the validity of the informa-
tion at hand to ensure they too treat the information appropri-
ately when engaging in their own decision-making processes. 

FUTURE STUDIES 
Given that information technology is rapidly changing the  
playing field, future research should consider how to check the 
validity of information in a crisis situation. We also believe that 
future research needs to problematize definitions. Information  
is seldom an exact copy of reality, as there has always been an 
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element of selection and framing. In a democracy, it is legiti-
mate to have an opinion and to argue for that opinion, even if 
it means that you select the aspects of reality that favour your 
cause. While some news is obviously fake, there is also a grey 
area where the truth is mainly in the eye of the beholder. In these 
cases, it is mainly a matter of opinion whether something is fake 
or not.

Relatedly, there is also the risk of falling victim to ethnocentrism 
when discussing fake news, information warfare and similar 
matters. With an established worldview and platform of opin-
ions, it always seems as if the opposing side is guilty of fake 
news, rather than one’s own side. One could become blinded to 
fake news emanating from one’s own group of ideological peers. 
Consequently, accusations of fake news are thrown in several 
directions, but usually towards someone who is considered an 
ideological enemy. The research community has a responsibility 
to help separate what is, on the one hand, a legitimate debate in 
a democracy and on the other, an inappropriate way of fooling 
an audience.
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CHAPTER 6

LEADING A MILITARY ORGANIZATION 
EFFECTIvELY IN A STATE OF  

POST-SCARCITY 
Aida Alvinius, PhD; Arita Holmberg, PhD; and Gerry Larsson, PhD*

INTRODUCTION
Societal change processes such as social and technical accelera-
tion, individualization, professionalization and globalization 
have challenged traditional military bureaucratic organizations 
in many ways.1 It could be argued that the most radical change, 
however, was the transformed threat perception that followed 
the end of the Cold War.  During the 1990s and 2000s, most 
European countries made political decisions that transformed 
the capabilities of their armed forces and cut their resources. 
In some national contexts, this process has even been termed 
demilitarization.2 This situation placed most European military 
organizations in a state of scarcity, defined as a situation of de-
creased importance relative to other societal areas and reduced 
economic resources compared to a previous situation. 

Consequences of the state of scarcity for military personnel have 
been recognized at the individual, group and organizational levels 
from the 1990s until today.3 Reactions in military organizations 
have been identified as narcissism, anorexia and greed. Organi-
zational narcissism is characterized by the denial and rational-
ization of negative information and the overrating of the own or-
ganizations’ strength and importance. Organizational anorexia 
is the result of reductions of financial, personnel and material 
resources. Typically this means reduced budgets, reorganization, 
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increased workload and higher demands. Staffing is kept to 
a minimum and greater demands are made on individual and 
organizational flexibility. Finally, organizational greed involves 
demanding 24/7 availability, elevated performance levels and 
loyalty. The introduction of fixed-term employment contracts, 
increased demands on psychological toughness, higher compe-
tence, longer working hours, constant availability, unwavering 
loyalty and deep commitment are some of the organizational 
challenges mentioned in the literature.4

In our previous research, we analyzed how military organizations 
and the military officers within them perceive and manage differ-
ent transformation processes.5 During the course of our research, 
our respondents’ circumstances changed. The military organiza-
tion that had been in a state of scarcity was suddenly being re-
prioritized, and political decisions regarding budget increases 
were made.6 Corresponding developments took place in several  
European countries following the Russian occupation of Crimea 
in 2014.7 Political decisions, including those for increased re-
sources, transformed the military organization that we were 
studying from a disassembled and greedy institution to a post-
scarcity organization. This spurred our curiosity:  what new kinds 
of demands does this shift from a state of scarcity to a state of 
post-scarcity place on military leaders at the strategic and opera-
tional levels? How do they lead effectively in this process? How do 
they go from small to extra-large in a very short period of time? 
Managing this process should be a matter of allocating resources, 
recruiting competent personnel, maintaining existing staff and 
keeping up with technical and social acceleration. Military lead-
ers play a crucial role in creating organizational visions, tasks and 
roles; it follows that leadership positions are central for develop-
ing organizational life, both functional and dysfunctional.8 

In this chapter we begin to explore the challenges associated 
with the shift from a state of scarcity to a state of post-scarcity. 
We highlight the empirical material that we found implicit in 
our earlier interviews with military leaders from the Swedish 
Armed Forces. Our aim is to address the new challenge of the 
post-scarcity military organization, and we argue that a deeper 
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understanding of how military leaders experience, manage and 
lead this process is needed. At the end of this chapter we devote 
significant attention to developing potential research questions 
for future research. 

PREvIOUS RESEARCH:  AN ORGANIZATION 
IN A STATE OF SCARCITY

ORGANIZATIONAL CHALLENGES 

In modern working life, people often belong to several organiza-
tions with varying demands for loyalty and engagement. Accord-
ing to Coser,9 organizations today can be characterized as a form 
of greedy institutions, meaning that they make extremely high 
demands on their members, which take the form of long work 
hours, continuous availability, and enormous loyalty and engage-
ment, but which doesn’t offer quite as much in return. Some or-
ganizations require that their members be prepared not just to 
sacrifice their health, but also their life for the organization or 
nation. An example of such an organization is the military.10

Public debate currently places particular emphasis on the no-
tion that work environment problems in western nations are due 
to organizations having been forced to reduce costs in an ex-
treme way (cf. organizational anorexia11), with manning levels 
at an absolute minimum. This became a reality for the Swedish 
Armed Forces in the 1990s. Cutbacks to the organization meant 
that discord, stress and pressures easily arose among personnel, 
but also among managers. It has been noted that many anorexic 
organizations12 deal with requirements for flexibility by hiring 
on hourly-paid or fixed-term contracts, which leads to workers 
on such contracts having worse working conditions than those 
on permanent contracts. This can be explained as the develop-
ment of a new social class called the precariat.13 The Swedish 
Armed Forces have also, over the past few years, gone from se-
cure permanent contracts to fixed-term contracts. The Swedish 
Agency for Government Employers and the unions have reached 
an agreement that gives the armed forces ample possibilities to 
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make exceptions to the Employment Protection Act. Under this 
agreement, an employer (e.g., the Swedish Armed Forces) can 
employ people for up to 12 years on fixed-term contracts without 
offering a permanent contract.14

According to Rosa,15 rapid societal changes have meant that  
decision-makers have lost the means to anticipate events and the 
ability to plan activities in any real sense of the word. In Rosa’s 
view, this leads to an approach by organizations that focuses 
on solving temporary problems rather than on long-term goals 
and strategies. As a result of the speed of the process, the staff ’s 
psycho-social environment risks becoming increasingly negative, 
since different activities do not have time to synchronize internal 
and external processes. Rosa sees burnout among the staff as a 
“braking technique” in response to increased acceleration.16 An-
other potential effect of increased acceleration is that greater de-
mands, information flows and organizational greed can lead to a 
collapse of compassion,17 not just for the suffering of others but 
also as a consequence of the increased demands of working life.  

The “greed”, “narcissism” and “anorexia” of organizations, to-
gether with the social acceleration of society, will challenge work 
environments in the future.18 The rapid changes which impose 
new demands on employees, could become a threat to the work 
environment by increasing psycho-social strain. 

In summary, the following consequences have been extracted. 
Military organizations in Sweden and in many other countries 
have worked under peaceful conditions for a long time, and the 
absence of war has had an influence on everyday work. The or-
ganization functions in institutionalized surroundings and is in-
fluenced by, and made similar to, other organizations, and is sub-
ject to everything from environmental requirements and equal 
opportunity issues to financial follow-ups. Management models 
inspired by civil society are increasingly being introduced, and 
competences and working methods have moved closer to civil 
society. The need for internal specialization, as a consequence 
of technology development, can be seen clearly in the new com-
petences that have been introduced. There are more and more 



I NTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES ON LEADING EFFECTIVELY           | 109

CHAPTER 6

technicians and administrators in the organization, and fewer 
and fewer traditional “warriors.”19 One expression of the values 
of the Swedish Armed Forces is “cool head, clean hands and a 
warm heart.” A collapse of compassion as a result of increased 
demands would be devastating for the Swedish Armed Forces as 
a values-led organization, or one managed by objectives. 

COPING STRATEGIES IN THE ANOREXIC  
ORGANIZATION
In 2016, we published two studies20 focused on negative or 
“dark,” sides of the everyday activities of military organizations. 
Both were based on the previously mentioned conditions of or-
ganizational narcissism, organizational anorexia and organiza-
tional greed. 

The first of these studies21 consisted of textual analyses of 255 
articles published in Officerstidningen, the journal of the Swedish 
military officers’ union, between 2011 and 2015. Strong evidence 
of the existence of all three of the previously mentioned dark 
organizational forms was found in the articles.  

The second study22 was based on interviews with 23 brigadier- 
generals and lieutenant-colonels from unit command and at 
Armed Forces Headquarters. The three dark organizational as-
pects were noted in the interviewees’ answers as well, but the 
focus of this study was on how these managers handled organi-
zational demands. 

The results of the data analysis show that the informants perceive 
that societal demands and political pressure lead to an imbal-
ance between the assigned tasks and allocated resources that the 
Armed Forces have to manage. This imbalance causes the three 
“organizational diseases” of organizational narcissism, organi-
zational anorexia and organizational greed. Against this back-
ground, managers at the higher organizational levels are faced 
with difficult challenges in overcoming organizational stress. We 
have identified five different strategies that managers at the stra-
tegic level use to manage negative aspects of the organization. 
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They are: 

1.  Repairing mistakes at the individual and organizational levels: 
A strategy used by military managers at higher organizational 
levels to repair the damage caused by negative organizational  
aspects. 

2.  Catching up with an ever-increasing tempo: A strategy that 
involves acting reactively and trying to time-manage and handle 
everyday stressors on a continual basis. It has been reported by 
a large number of managers and is consistently one of the most 
used strategies to handle an ever-increasing tempo and changes 
to the activity. 

3.  Reproducing the prevailing structure: A strategy that aims 
for the acceptance of decisions and further reproduction of or-
ganizational negative aspects. It is a way of adapting to changes 
to “go with the flow.” For example, a manager can be aware that 
unfortunate decisions about cuts have to be made, and proceeds 
to make them. There is no perception that there is an alternative.

4.  Using informal processes when needed: A strategy about in-
dividual adaptation to organizational stressors. The demands 
made on managers as a result of greed, anorexia and narcissism 
are managed by means of informal strategies, such as easing the 
demands that some tasks impose. 

5.  Managing different loyalties such as work-life balance: A 
strategy about managing different and potentially contradictory 
loyalties towards the task, organization, colleagues, managers, 
oneself and one’s family.23 

The five management strategies identified by military leaders 
show similarities with earlier research on how leaders in orga-
nizations such as the military, police and emergency services 
handle daily stressors.24 This begs the question:  can we expect 
this to change in a state of post-scarcity? Before we answer this 
question, we must first describe how the military organization 
went from a state of scarcity to a state of post-scarcity. 
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FROM A MILITARY ORGANIZATION IN  
A STATE OF SCARCITY TO A STATE OF  
POST-SCARCITY 
In around 2010, European countries started to show signs of fa-
tigue regarding international interventions and operations. Par-
liaments began to hesitate in approving new operations, and the 
success of the endeavours was questioned.25 Terrorism in the Eu-
ropean homeland was spreading, and western European coun-
tries were focusing more and more on managing this threat to 
security in the domestic arena. Russian activities in Georgia had 
been noted by security analysts, and when the Russian annexa-
tion of Crimea in Ukraine took place in 2014, the threat per-
ception returned to what is known as “conventional antagonistic 
state as enemy” – at least among the Scandinavian and eastern 
European states close to the borders of Russia.26 Following the 
adoption of NATO’s strategic concept in 2014, European armed 
forces received a new direction in terms of a return to the territo-
rial defence focus that had been lost by most during the period 
of international interventionism. Since then, political decisions 
have focused on increasing defence resources.27 This develop-
ment can be noted in Sweden as well. The defence decision for 
the period 2016-2020 resulted in increased resources aimed at 
augmenting military operational capability; bringing back con-
scription; re-establishing the concept of total defence in plan-
ning; and intensifying international cooperation.28 This consti-
tutes the context of the shift from a state of scarcity to a state of 
post-scarcity for the military organization.

Post-scarcity organizations are characterized by the challenges 
that come with the allocation of extra resources to a reduced 
organization. This brings consequences at the organizational 
as well as individual levels. Below we describe the challenges at 
the organizational and individual levels that characterize post- 
scarcity organizations, and how these challenges can be managed  
using different strategies.
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INTERvIEWS
Here we report on a study of informants’ perceptions of the 
Swedish Armed Forces as a changing organization. The data for 
this study were collected in accordance with the guidelines for 
generating theory on an empirical basis.29 The selection of infor-
mants may be described as a convenience sample since we used 
contacts we had at the Swedish Defence University to find volun-
tary participants.30 The selection was governed by a desire to find 
informants with a wide variety of experiences, backgrounds and 
positions, including both women and men. The empirical mate-
rial consists of ten in-depth interviews, three of which were with 
women. More specifically, all of the informants were part of the 
Officer’s Advanced Programme at the Swedish Defence Univer-
sity, which is open for military officers selected by the Swedish 
Armed Forces as potential candidates of positions as lieutenant-
colonels and higher. They were aged between 35 and 50, and all 
were from one of the three branches of the armed forces: the 
Army, Navy or Air Force.

The interviews were conducted between January and May 2017 
and lasted between 45 and 90 minutes. Five interviews were 
conducted at the Swedish Defence University, and five were con-
ducted by telephone. All of the interviews were conducted by the 
first and second author of this chapter.31 The methodological ap-
proach was qualitative and inductive according to the Grounded 
Theory method,32 which means that theories are formulated to-
wards the end of the research and as a result of data analysis. The 
interviews conducted for this study followed a previously deter-
mined interview guide consisting of open-ended questions, fol-
lowed by individually-tailored questions.  After asking a series of 
background questions (e.g., age, rank, recent work experience) 
and leadership experience, we asked: 

• How do you view the Armed Forces as an organization?
• What are your personal perceptions of organizational 

challenges and leadership strategies?
• What challenges [did] you most [encounter] in everyday 

life?
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• What challenges does the organization face? 
• How are these challenges manifested?
• How have these challenges changed over time?
• How are these challenges managed?

• Are there differences at the tactical, operational and  
strategic level?

• Are their differences in how employees manage them?
• Anything else to add?

All interviews were recorded and transcribed in their entirety, 
and subsequently analyzed using an approach that Braun and 
Clarke33 define as Grounded Theory ‘Lite’, an approach similar to 
thematic analysis. The first step in this analysis consisted of open 
coding, which involves identifying units of meaning or codes in 
each individual interview. These could, for example, include spe-
cial lines of thought, feelings or actions related to the interview’s 
sphere of enquiry. Step two in the analysis consisted of evaluat-
ing and categorizing the codes by similarity of content. The third 
step included sorting all codes into overarching categories and 
to higher levels of abstraction, until theoretical saturation was 
reached. 

Interviews showed there is consensus among political parties 
regarding the allocation of more money and resources to the ac-
tivities of the Swedish Armed Forces. This leads to new financial 
and technological challenges on the one hand, and external or-
ganizational challenges on the other.

Financial and technological challenges consist of new technol-
ogy driving up costs and placing higher demands on personnel 
competences. Since the organization has been reduced, there is 
moreover a lack of personnel capable of dealing with new mate-
rial. Personnel supply will be one of the main problems for the 
Swedish Armed Forces to solve.  

In addition to technological and financial challenges, there is the 
matter of competition over personnel with other employers. Dur-
ing the 1990s and 2000s, Armed Forces personnel were recruited 
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by other public authorities and organizations and by private 
businesses. The Swedish Armed Forces still finds itself fighting to 
keep its personnel. Re-recruitment campaigns are a frequent oc-
currence in the organization’s personnel supply system. During 
the anorexic period, existing material was transferred to other 
public authorities with the aim of saving on resources. 

At the organizational level there are ideological challenges that 
bring the matter of the Swedish Armed Forces’ identity to a head. 
This challenge concerns the direction of the organization and its 
activities, and a shifted focus. The organization is seen to have 
shifted from international military operations to a national focus 
due to perceived uncertainty and lack of security in the world. 
According to the interview informants, the organization lacks 
goals and clear guidelines for what it is intended to do, as illus-
trated in the following two quotes: 

But I do think that, and I mean I’ve noticed it too recently, 
that the more people who have been on international op-
erations and the more the focus is national now, so will it 
be lowered then, with everyone getting involved in war 
planning, everyone having to get back out on the firing 
range and sort of increase their ability and so on, so that 
will unite us, I’m more inclined to think. But the challenge 
is still there in that we have an operational organization 
which does not, after all, have the personnel to carry out 
many of the [production] tasks. 

But it’s been a small, [slightly problematic] organization 
to work for during the period of big cuts and also without 
any sort of clear target, but this is beginning to change 
now with the somewhat clearer focus on national defence, 
and the lack of a target earlier was probably not really that 
there was no clear enemy, instead I think I’d maintain that 
there was a lack of political control, about what it really 
was that Swedish security policy intended with its military 
force. And I think the organization has had, at least if we’re 
talking about the units out there, periodically there have 
been pretty big problems in that there hasn’t been an awful 
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lot of faith in the leadership in Stockholm, which is also 
starting to change – that at least is my feeling when I listen 
to the guys and girls at home. 

Post-scarcity organizations are also characterized by a number 
of intra-organizational challenges that affect activities, work 
processes, employees and managers. The various parts of the or-
ganization are perceived to be out of synch. For example, the 
Armed Forces are perceived as lacking independence, and there 
is a lack of both trust and support between different activities. 
Armed Forces Headquarters (HQ) is perceived as far too small 
in contrast with the size it was in the 1970s and 1980s, before the 
anorexic period began. Because of its size, HQ appears to be very 
dependent on the units around the country for its own personnel 
supply. Another respondent said the following:

I mean I think, and this is just what I think, that if you 
look in terms of tasks from headquarters and on down, 
you have few people at headquarters to deal with matters 
in certain areas, for example, plus the fact that it’s usually 
the units that are most knowledgeable in certain areas, so 
what they do [is] ask for answers and support that you 
have to respond to, I mean to headquarters, so that way 
they’re farming out staff, and that’s natural enough, but 
perhaps they’re doing a bit more than they used to do be-
fore, you know, when maybe they had more staff of their 
own that had the necessary competences. So yes, I think 
that the pressure on the units has grown in that way, in 
supporting headquarters with documentation and work. 

Some activities have rapid processes and have had their resources 
increased more than others. This lack of synchronization is very 
much affected by internal competition over both resources and 
personnel. With more resources, the number of tasks increases, 
and more work means more stress and pressure on personnel. 
This matches characteristics of the anorexic organization. The 
volume of work also means that staff are forced to prioritize 
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some tasks over others. The “boring” ones, such as maintenance 
of materiel, are neglected. This in turn means that competence 
within maintenance is undermined, if it isn’t repeated regularly. 

Another characteristic of a post-scarcity organization is the in-
crease in job rotation, which has always been present as a ca-
reer booster. But increased mobility among existing personnel 
has become more frequent due to vacancies. In other words, it is 
easier for staff to change jobs or choose to go abroad. 

I’d say that if you’re in for the first six months to a year, 
which is like a sort of trial period, and then decide you 
want quite a lot of responsibility, if you want to train a lot 
on the job, then that’s not a problem, and if you want go on 
an adventure you can take an international posting – it’s 
a pretty unrestricted profession in that sense, is my feel-
ing. The organization as such, there’s quite a lot of room 
for manoeuvre within the organization which means that 
it can facilitate for this, kind of, it’s not all that often that 
managers say “no,” if you want to make a move, I mean 
that would be if you have somehow become some kind of 
specialist in some way or other, but then you’re probably 
also a bit older.

The informants perceived that the Swedish Armed Forces is 
more like an ordinary civil service agency in the sense that the 
application of civilian rules and regulations makes the bound-
aries between civilian and military working conditions less dis-
tinct. Today it is fully possible for both women and men to be 
granted an extended period of parental leave. A number of other 
rules have contributed to a more tolerable work environment. 

STRATEGIES FOR MANAGING A  
POST-SCARCITY ORGANIZATION
As all informants have management experience, they reported 
various types of individual and organizational leadership coping 
strategies that they had used to deal with the different challenges 
connected with an increase in resources. Below we explain  
each individual and organizational strategy and elucidate them 
with quotes. 
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INDIVIDUAL LEADERSHIP COPING STRATEGIES

1.  Compensating for Resource Reductions at the Individual Lev-
el.  A compensatory system was created during the anorexic peri-
od to manage overtime by personnel. More recently, as activities 
have received more resources, the pragmatic view of compensat-
ing for overtime through leave has survived. In a post-scarcity 
organization, the informant finds this is not a great success: 

So because there are fewer resources, and you might not 
have the means to provide these hours of overtime or these 
extra resources in order to be able to extend the comple-
tion of an exercise and have more capable soldiers at the 
end, what’s happened is that you’ve compensated for that 
as manager, and this isn’t anything I’m proud of, but so 
maybe you’ve said “well, if you work that night there, then 
we have no money for overtime but you can take Friday 
off instead,” it’s this black-book thing. And I suppose it’s 
good if you can be flexible sometimes, but what I feel and 
what I perhaps think, looking back, is that it wasn’t quite 
right, and in particular that it becomes like a system, you 
know, right across the unit. 

2.  Inventing New Rules and Policies.  Dealing with employees’ 
emotional involvements is governed by rules and policies. Re-
lationships between employees are strictly regulated nowadays, 
one informant told us. That wasn’t the case in the past:

For example, we used to have problems with “love at work” 
among the soldiers. There were conflicts, and it became 
untouchable. There were no rules for it, because having to 
regulate that kind of thing at that level was new. It didn’t 
exist back when there was conscription, or probably it did, 
but it wasn’t dealt with. There’s no training that teaches 
you how to deal with that. So then I had to invent a policy.

3.  Showing Loyalty towards the Task and the Organization. So-
cialization into the Swedish Armed Forces means that you are 
loyal towards both the organization and the task, irrespective of 
the organization’s current situation.
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The thing is that we have learned, or we have erroneous-
ly embraced, a way of completing tasks which has made 
things difficult for us, and I think every person who joins 
the Armed Forces is moulded into a mindset of doing 
what you can with what you have, and everybody wants 
to complete a task and everybody is very loyal to this task 
completion, and I think I’d have to say that this is pretty 
much the general rule in the Armed Forces, I guess it’s 
something we’re good at as Swedes. 

This is likely to also apply in a post-scarcity organization.

4:  Creating Solidarity and Strategies for Sticking Together.  One 
success factor that was mentioned in almost all the interviews 
is the creation of a spirit of solidarity within the unit – building 
a strong group unity. Various types of strategies that facilitate 
group unity were also mentioned. Earlier studies point particu-
larly to the importance of solidarity in order to get the individu-
als who can manage to toe the line. Regardless of what processes 
the Armed Forces are going through, solidarity seems to be sig-
nificant not just for individuals but also for the survival of the 
organization. 

I think the “unit spirit” thing is built from below, it be-
gins in smaller clusters, sort of, and then it sort of leads 
to something that unites at a higher level. I’ve been very 
fortunate as I’ve been prioritized both when it comes to 
tasks and materiel that’s been provided here at the heli-
copter wing, so that I’ve had clear tasks and so on, which 
has made people want to join us and that they’ve seen it as 
sort of challenging and fun, but it’s a good foundation to 
build a unit spirit on. Then I don’t really know about this 
matter of age differences and so on, I mean of course it is, 
when you enter professional life it might be more impor-
tant to keep your sense of belonging at a smaller group 
level, I think.

5.  Prioritizing Tasks and Activities.  A post-scarcity organiza-
tion, just like an organization in an anorexic state, requires lead-
ership strategies aimed at prioritizing employees’ work tasks. In 
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both cases there is an imbalance between the amount of work 
and the number of individuals who can carry out the work. 
The following quote highlights a situation in which personnel 
don’t know what the new goal is and a perception that resource  
increases are not reaching the individual soldier. 

[Interviewer:] But how do you cope if you need to be in 
three meetings at the same time? [Interviewee:] I’ve actu-
ally got my colleagues to come and tell me that now as 
well, so that I know that they, because it was a bit diffi-
cult at first, I mean I know how I am with these things, it’s 
not always you tell your section commander these things, 
so I guess that was step one as I saw it, step two is that 
I determine together with my colleagues “which are the 
most important things, and which are the ones we have 
to cede a walkover on”, and then I make a decision on that 
in dialogue with my colleagues, that’s my job as manager, 
in my view. And then, secondly, or thirdly then, I have to 
report to the department commander that “unfortunately 
we can’t participate in two of these three because we only 
have personnel to take part in one”, and then I prioritized 
that one, there are usually no problems with that on the 
occasions it has happened, but there’s still this frustration 
because we really need to be at the other two, so that re-
mains as a job to go back to, I mean afterwards.  

ORGANIZATIONAL LEADERSHIP COPING STRATEGIES

1.  Challenging Personnel when the Organization’s Change of 
Course Has Not Had Time to Reach Them.  One important strat-
egy is to sufficiently challenge personnel so that they don’t lose 
heart and leave the organization before the change of course has 
reached their level. 

While the rest of us, then, who don’t have a continuous 
rotation abroad or clear tasks here at home, nor, above 
all, money to do exercises – I mean, there are two things, 
a soldier can never just hang around and get stale at a 
regiment, because then it’s just not, no soldier wants that,  
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instead a soldier wants to work, and in order to work the 
soldier either has to exercise or be on an operation, and 
these exercises should preferably offer some variety so that 
you don’t just go through the same moves all the time. And 
there’s a lot of people who lose heart right there, because 
soldiers’ development doesn’t progress and they probably 
don’t feel that “what’s the goal for our unit and what is it 
we’ve been working towards,” even if some are now trying 
to redirect it towards so-called national defence, I don’t 
think it’s clear or tangible for a soldier what that means for 
him or her. Now I see what’s happening at the regiment, 
the soldier sees what gets done and I mean there just isn’t 
any change when the money isn’t there either. 

Here we see a challenge for the organization in managing the 
changes in focus and tasks. New tasks are usually highlighted in 
media and recruitment campaigns, but the time it takes for the 
organization to adapt to a new focus may be painful and confus-
ing for participants. Additionally, in the case discussed here, a 
reorientation from international to national defence may imply 
a positive change for the older generation of officers while imply-
ing a negative change for the younger generation of officers that 
turned to the armed forces because they saw the opportunity to 
go on international missions.

2.  Using Organizational Memory to Facilitate the Implementa-
tion of New Goals.  When new tasks need to be completed quick-
ly with new resources, problems are created because the time 
that is usually needed to complete new tasks is not available. Sta-
bility can be found in organizational memory (i.e., among older 
personnel who know the organization and rules, and who have 
competencies that the new generation does not have). 

[Interviewer:] How do you cope with that, and are you 
prepared to make that adjustment? [Interviewee:] Well, 
that’s the great thing about it, that then it’s quite quick and 
easy because there are very many who have been missing 
precisely this, it’s like a justification in another way, and I 
suppose you then get the advantage also of having an old 
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personnel stock, that they know this stuff, they’ve done it 
before, they can do it, and it’s quick. [Interviewer:] But the 
old personnel stock, is it intact, so to speak, and able to 
get going? [Interviewee:] In some areas it’s getting a little 
bit borderline, so to speak, but there’s still enough that it 
won’t be unfamiliar, instead there’s a history to look back 
on, even if you can’t do it in the same way, but you don’t 
need to sort of explain the context. 

The problem with this strategy may be that the new tasks and 
contexts do not correspond to the old ones. An example could 
be the reintroduction of the total defence concept in the Swedish 
Armed Forces, which is likely to be quite different from the one 
that was in place thirty years ago. If an individual that is very 
much focused on how it used to be is given the responsibility to 
implement the new tasks, it may be difficult for this person to 
embrace the modifications that the new context requires.

3.  Encouraging Exclusivity in a Spirit of Resource Increases.  
Dare to be exclusive as an organization; there is a need to return 
to exclusivity in order to maintain the personnel supply system. 

[Interviewer:] What are your thoughts about the future of 
personnel supply, because we’ve gone from conscription 
to basic military training, and now we’re on our way to-
wards something else and they’re very quick, I mean these 
quick changes, what do you think about personnel sup-
ply in the future? [Interviewee:] I think you have to dare 
to be exclusive there as well, since the army is the biggest 
branch a lot of basic training and officer training is based 
on what the army has found good, it hasn’t suited the air 
force or the navy either, that’s all been a long struggle [at] 
the combat school, where four and five are done, and so 
to do what we need to do for flight training can still take 
six years before you’re reasonably ready, so to lose even 
more time on that we’ve had to fight to adopt some kind of 
exclusivity, with GMU or whatever it’s going to be called. 
If the best thing about this is that a pilot in this case does 
one year of field training [swedish basic military training] 
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and can then start at Karlberg and then begin flying, this 
is the best way, then the problem is that you represent only 
20 individuals out of the whole lot, but I think you have to 
dare create special routes. If you do something very gen-
eral then nobody’s happy, so I think we do an awful lot 
of training, and then the time you’re productive is really 
rather short.  

This strategy may, however, be problematic as increases in re-
sources are not likely to mean a return to the situation in which 
the armed forces were exclusive and did not need to adhere, for 
example, to labour market regulations and equality laws that ap-
plied to the rest of society. Here the armed forces may interpret 
increased resources as a “carte blanche”, which in turn may cause 
a backlash. The return to conscription is an interesting example 
here, where the generation of high school kids joining the armed 
forces in 2018 will be demanding quite different things of the 
military organization than those joining in 1988 did. The soci-
etal legitimacy for exclusivity may thus not be present in the new 
state of post-scarcity.
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SOCIETAL LEVEL  
Political decisions:  “More money to military defence”

Economic and Technical Challenges

- Technical developments drive up costs; 
it is difficult to increase capacity quickly.

- Shortage of personnel to make use of 
the resources and manage materiel.

Extra-organizational Challenges

- Competition from other employers over 
staff.

- Personnel recruited by other public agen-
cies from SAF already during the “anorexic 
period.”

- Reallocation of resources between public 
agencies; struggle for survival.

- Societal legitimacy for exclusivity may be 
lacking.

ORGANIZATIONAL LEVEL 

Ideological Challenges

- Management of the shift in focus in a 
changed context. 

- Lack of goals and clear decisions; what is 
the organization to be used for? 

- A return to a state of abundant resources 
does not necessarily mean that the con-
text is the same as the last time the orga-
nization was in this state. 

- Boundaries between civilian and military 
become blurred; questions regarding 
mandates in the grey area where the 
military is expected to do more.

Intra-Organizational Challenges

- Organization lacking independence; lack 
of support between activities; headquar-
ters too small and constantly dependent 
on units.

- Internal competition over resources. 
- Rapid and slow processes going on at the 

same time within the organization, but 
not synchronized. 

- More resources and more work, but less 
personnel to do more allocated tasks. This 
leads to more stress, more vacancies, and 
competence shortages that undermine 
the personnel supply system.

- Important tasks such as maintenance are 
sacrificed for other priorities; what used to 
go without saying is now “boring.” 

- Cross-pressures at the management level. 
- Mobility for personnel within the organi-

zation; opportunities to change jobs or go 
abroad. 

Individual Leadership Coping Strategies

1. Compensating for resource reductions at 
the individual level.

2. Inventing new rules and policies.

3.  Showing loyalty towards the task and the 
organization.

4. Creating solidarity and strategies for 
sticking together. 

5.  Prioritizing tasks and activities.

Organizational Leadership Coping Strategies

1. Challenging personnel when the organi-
zation’s change of course hasn’t had time 
to reach them. 

2. Using organizational memory to facilitate 
the implementation of new goals.

3. Encouraging exclusivity in a spirit of re-
source increases. 

Figure 6.1. Societal Level
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CONCLUSIONS
This chapter focused on the military organization’s transition 
from an anorexic to a post-scarcity state. It further presented a 
qualitative study based on interviews in which military leaders 
described their experiences and strategies for managing organi-
zational challenges. 

An increase in resources enables the organization’s survival but 
affects the work environment unfavourably. Earlier in this chap-
ter we referred to the connection between resource reduction 
and work environment problems, but it turns out that similar 
problems, including stress and increased workloads, tend to be 
experienced when more resources are allocated to the organi-
zation. The number of work tasks increases while the person-
nel supply system is not adapted to the new situation. Thus, the 
consequence is that the new state brings an increased number of 
tasks while stress, pressure and overwork tend to be the same as 
before. One conclusion is that the lifespan of the organization is 
affected in a positive way, while individuals become more vul-
nerable and exchangeable. 

Political decisions about the allocation of resources do not mean 
that the entire organization gets to share the resources fairly. On 
the contrary, distribution is not the same across all activities, 
which leads to some activities developing at a lower pace, and an 
unsynchronized organization becoming a reality. This is entirely 
in line with what Hartmut Rosa34 claims happens as a result of 
rapid social and technical acceleration. The organization chang-
es, but not all activities keep up. 

Another consequence identified in the study is that additional 
resources cause internal competition between different depart-
ments and activities, which can lead to organizational narcis-
sism35 (i.e., self-centredness) without much ability to perceive ex-
ternal demands. Activities within the same organization struggle 
to keep their own personnel and to recruit competent personnel 
to fill vacancies. This competition for personnel resources occurs 
between different activities, but also between the military and 
the civilian labour markets. 
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One characteristic of a post-scarcity state is that the anorexic or-
ganization’s change from small to large does not mean that it is a 
change that implies that the organization ends up in the same situ-
ation as during its “glory days” after the Cold War. It is not a retro-
gression; it is an organizational transformation with new goals and 
a new mandate, set to meet new uncertainties in the world. 

There is uncertainty regarding what new tasks imply in terms 
of mandates and implementation. The level of self-centredness 
risks being too high; it is unlikely that the exclusivity of the past 
will again be accepted in politics or society. There are difficulties 
in managing new contexts. It is not only a question of recreating 
what was lost with the state of scarcity, but also a question of de-
termining what or how the military organization accomplishes 
its tasks in the state of post-scarcity.

In conclusion, we note that leading effectively with greater re-
sources is not necessarily easier. There are advantages from an 
organizational point of view, but from a leadership perspective 
there is a series of challenges that managers will have to address. 
For example, cross-pressure between higher and lower organiza-
tional levels36 appears to be the kind of challenge in which man-
agers and leaders have to interpret messages from both above 
and below, and get employees on board with various decisions. 
Organizational changes that are too rapid lead to managers and 
leaders being forced to make awkward decisions that they then 
have to live with. During the anorexic state it was about the clo-
sure of units, but in the post-scarcity situation, vacancies instead 
have to be filled and personnel reallocated and reorganized in 
order to accomplish activities and achieve goals.37

In sum, leading effectively through organizational transforma-
tion is more about being aware of societal and organizational 
processes, and making the challenges more transparent to em-
ployees with the aim of increasing understanding. Still, more 
research is needed in this area, such as studying organizational 
challenges quantitatively using questionnaires to measure which 
challenges have the greatest impacts on performance. Practical 
implications of such studies could be of use in training contexts 
at all organizational levels. 
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CHAPTER 7

LEvERAGING EMPOWERMENT AND  
FIT TO ENHANCE ORGANIZATIONAL  

CULTURE AT THE TEAM AND  
ORGANIZATIONAL LEvEL

Lieutenant Colonel Rylan M. Charlton, MS; and  
Major Steven D. Raymer, MS*

INTRODUCTION
Culture is a term that is used extensively within organizations 
(including military).  In this context, it refers to a host of collec-
tive and interactional phenomenon describing the way individu-
als work together and interact.  It is often identified as a power-
ful phenomenon that impacts individual behaviour more than 
individual personality and attitudes.  However, team-level and 
organizational-level leaders often use the word “culture” without 
a clear understanding of its definition, or for that matter, an un-
derstanding of a what is involved in a deliberate culture change.  
Therefore, it is valuable to understand organizational culture it-
self and the concepts that allow a leader to engage in organiza-
tional culture at an applied level.  

Edgar Schein devised a model that offers team-level and  
organizational-level leaders a sense of the impacts, often com-
plex, that their actions can have on organizational culture.1  By 
studying this model, a leader can shift from seeing “culture” as an 
abstract concept, to one that can be more easily understood and 
subsequently applied to a leadership behaviour/style.  Two con-
cepts in particular, empowerment and fit, enable military lead-
ers to engage their teams and organizations in driving desirable 

* The views expressed in this chapter are those of the authors and do not necessarily  
reflect those of the United States Air Force Academy, the United States Air Force or the 
United States Department of Defense.
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changes at all three levels of Schein’s model of organization-
al culture. This model is anchored in social psychology theory 
and explains how humans make sense of organizational culture, 
their own identity, and the meaning of both through interaction.  
When this theoretical underpinning is considered in conjunc-
tion with Schein’s model, it suggests that leaders can shape orga-
nizational culture in three important ways:  the responsible and 
deliberate perpetuation of organizational culture; the navigation 
of cultural ambiguity and flawed basic underlying assumptions; 
and the enhancement of members’ ability to successfully navigate 
culture change.  

A leader’s ability to engage organizational culture in these three 
areas is enhanced by understanding both empowerment and fit, 
and further reinforced through the usage of effective transforma-
tional leadership.  Shaping the structures that create or reinforce 
the psychological characteristics of empowerment reflect trans-
formational leadership and drive a healthier culture through 
healthier teams.  Similarly, paying attention to and promoting 
person-group fit within the team reflects the inspirational mo-
tivation component of transformational leadership, has a direct 
impact at the level of espoused beliefs and values, and an indirect 
impact on the other levels of Schein’s model.  Research cited in 
the coming sections suggests this strategy will yield both higher 
commitment and better performance for individuals and teams.  

At the top of the organizational hierarchy, an organizational- 
level leader has tremendous responsibility and opportunity. 
Their policies and actions can deliberately reinforce fit for their 
teams.  At the same time, they should also attend to person- 
organization fit and reinforce empowerment concepts and goal 
alignment throughout the organizational hierarchy in a way 
uniquely suited to leaders at the organizational level.  This chap-
ter will provide concrete advice on how a leader can change the 
organization’s culture using empowerment and fit.

ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE
Organizational culture, as espoused by Edgar Schein, is created 
by three overarching elements:  (1) artifacts, (2) espoused beliefs 
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and values, and (3) basic underlying assumptions.  Artifacts 
represent those elements that members of an organization can 
see, hear and feel.  They may be highly specific and meaningful, 
such as organizational structures and processes, or they may be 
relatively ambiguous such as symbolic metaphors.  Regardless 
of clarity, members use artifacts to interpret meaning within the 
organization.  For example, military organizations develop dis-
tinct ideographs, like “warrior” and “leadership,” to help ground 
ambiguous, abstract values.2  For the military, using leadership 
as an ideograph creates ambiguity because the term leadership is 
used in reference to an array of behaviours including the process 
of command and control, the execution of operational skills, and 
a broad list of management functions.  Since it is critical for mili-
tary leaders to clearly understand the impact of culture on their 
followers, it follows that a leader must also know if an artifact 
creates ambiguity, or reduces it. 

The next level, espoused beliefs and values, encompasses the 
organizational/strategic philosophies, goals, ideals and values.3 

Through the process of socialization, organizational leaders and 
members indicate to one another what ideas and priorities are 
useful in reducing uncertainty and aiding organizational func-
tioning.  Consensus indications become adopted as beliefs and 
values as they are tested and validated as reliable solutions to 
problems.4 When considering culture at this level, it is important 
to note the espoused values alone are an incomplete articulation 
of what the organization values.  The alignment of the stated val-
ues and the experienced values is a major source of their mean-
ing, and impact the resulting attitudes and behaviours of the  
organization’s members.  

Beyond what is seen, felt or even advertised in terms of value 
systems, members also take organizational meaning from what 
is “known without being said.”  This final level of organizational 
culture, called basic underlying assumptions, describes the un-
conscious, taken-for-granted beliefs, perceptions, thoughts, and 
feelings of the organization’s members.5 Schein describes this 
level by saying, 
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culture as a set of basic assumptions defines for us what to 
pay attention to, what things mean, how to react emotion-
ally to what is going on, and what actions to take in vari-
ous kinds of situations. To understand a group’s culture 
you must attempt to get at its shared basic assumptions 
and understand the learning process by which such as-
sumptions evolve.6 

In this sense, this level of culture is used to interpret the meaning 
of the overall culture and the meaning/impact of the other two 
levels.  

It is important to note that Schein’s model of organizational cul-
ture is anchored in the history of social-psychological theory, 
particularly Social Identity Theory, which posits, “The self must 
be understood as bound to the larger social arena as opposed 
to being an isolated set of identities.”7 As Social Identity Theory 
predicts, and consistent with Schein’s model of culture, one de-
rives the meaning of social identity from the membership one 
shares with other members of the group.  Not only does this cre-
ate meaning, the repeated interaction of individuals that char-
acterizes organizational life results in the creation of “collective 
constructs.”  Collective constructs are created primarily by the 
interaction of the organization’s members, but also tend to in-
fluence sense-making and behaviour in subsequent interactions 
above and beyond the interactions themselves.8  

One of the interesting features of the collective structure 
that emerges from this interaction is that it assumes an 
a posteriori permanence that can subsequently influence 
individual and collective action. That is the constructs that 
emerge can have a reality that is partly independent of the 
interaction that gave rise to it. … structure is both a prod-
uct of and a constraint on behaviour.9

Simply put, this means that organizational culture is very much 
alive, and while created by the individuals within the organiza-
tion, its influence is felt above and beyond each individual and 
above and beyond individual interactions. While this conclusion 
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is nothing new within the study of organizational culture, it un-
derscores the value of understanding the components of orga-
nizational culture, and the impact team-level or organizational-
level leaders can have if they understand how to shape culture 
as a more beneficial force.  This mindset represents a movement 
away from viewing organizational culture as an abstract concept 
to understanding organizational culture as a deliberately applied 
concept, which can give the military leader notable influence 
within an organization.  

THE LEADER’S ROLE IN SHAPING  
ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE
A leader has a critical role in shaping organizational culture as 
well as an individual’s perception of that culture.  This is in line 
with Schein’s model of organizational culture, as well as two le-
vers a leader can use to directly impact that culture:  empower-
ment and fit.  In terms of fit, the impact of culture on an indi-
vidual is driven largely by one’s perception of their values, the 
organization or group’s values, and the alignment between the 
two.  In terms of empowerment, the interaction between one’s 
self-concept, other psychological characteristics, and elements 
of the group or organization’s structure help determine the im-
pact of culture on that member. These ideas are supported by 
a wealth of leadership and culture research.  Notably, Lord and 
Brown demonstrated that leaders play an important role in shap-
ing the perception of values and self-concepts relative to the or-
ganization for their followers, and that the follower is the criti-
cal outlet through which leader actions are interpreted, culture 
is given meaning, and leadership efforts are ultimately deemed 
successful or unsuccessful.10 This means the followers’ shared 
experiences of empowerment and fit are vital to the creation of 
the organization and group culture. This is further reinforced by 
widespread recognition of Schein’s framework as a valid model 
of organizational culture and Social Identity Theory which dem-
onstrates that people’s interactions are central to organizational 
sense-making.  
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In this capacity, leaders directly impact employee perceptions of 
culture starting at the artifact level because they are primarily 
responsible for creating the organization’s visible structures and 
processes.  At this level, the leader is critical to the transmission 
of culture to their subordinates through a variety of behaviours, 
such as: what they pay attention to, measure and control; how 
they allocate resources; how they role model, teach and coach; 
how they reward others and allocate status; and how they rein-
force organizational structure, systems and procedures.11 Lead-
ers are also responsible for creating and maintaining sub-cultures 
within the organization at their respective level of influence.12 

At the same time, Schein’s model of culture raises the potential 
for ambiguity that leaders must recognize.  As mentioned earlier, 
artifacts represent symbols that aid in sense-making and carry 
meaning, but they can also create ambiguity at all levels of cul-
ture.  In the military, ideographs are, “repositories for the val-
ues that help construct reality within cultures.”13 Unfortunately, 
ideographs also serve to obscure the true definition of leadership 
for military members, and its specificity as an espoused value.  
For example, Dwight Eisenhower’s definition of leadership as 
“the art of getting someone to do something you want because 
he wants to” is consistent with leadership theory, but not wholly 
consistent with the broader military’s ideographic portrayal of 
the cultural values and practices of effective leadership;14 criti-
cal notions of service and mission accomplishment as measures 
of success are notably absent.  There are very real consequences 
to this type of ambiguity within the culture of the US military, 
namely “little of the [leadership] training material addresses 
complex processes of social influence within a military setting.”15 
This ambiguity may also be the possible root of gender inclusion 
issues in the US military as its leadership ideographs are inher-
ently masculine by nature and context.16  Overall, the cost to the 
US military is an inconsistent understanding of the complexity 
of military leadership and of the training and application of its 
principles across the services.17    

At the artifact level, ambiguity may also stem from a lack of 
shared stability, a lack of shared history or too many subgroups.18  
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Similar consequences exist at the other levels of Schein’s model. 
Because culture is perpetuated through socialization, basic un-
derlying assumptions become the hypothesis or solution that 
members use to make sense of their surroundings and the  
standard method for navigating organizational challenges.  
Unfortunately, reality is guided by this standard approach with 
no reflection on “why” or acknowledgment of alternative ap-
proaches.19  At the underlying assumptions level, a group leader 
is also key to an employee’s ability to navigate culture change. 
The employee’s success through such change is vitally connected 
to the assumption of their capacity for cognitive restructuring 
based on their coping responses to the organization’s change 
efforts invalidating their previously established assumptions.20  
Decades of social psychological research suggest humans in gen-
eral are programed to find this type of change and psychological 
disequilibrium deeply unsettling,21 and the leader plays a critical 
role in helping their followers navigate such change.  

Given the potential pitfalls this model of culture creates, the 
primary responsibilities of a military leader that wants to un-
derstand and apply organizational culture could include the re-
sponsible and deliberate perpetuation of organizational culture, 
the navigation of cultural ambiguity and flawed basic underly-
ing assumptions, and enhancing members’ ability to successfully 
navigate culture change.  These are precisely the areas where 
empowerment and fit overlap with organizational culture.  Em-
powerment and fit are two concepts in particular that can help 
military leaders approach organizational culture as an applied 
concept to make their groups and organizations more effective. 
The above examples demonstrate that a leader can influence all 
three levels of Schein’s model when engaging organizational 
culture in these ways. In the following sections, we will explain 
more specifically how understanding empowerment and fit en-
able military leaders to shape culture in desirable ways at all 
three levels of Schein’s model. 
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EMPOWERMENT AND FIT
The mission, goals and values of many organizations, particular-
ly military organizations, are often translated into team-centric 
tasks and a team-centric focus. As a result, military organizations 
place an emphasis on team dynamics and shared values between 
team members. Shared values between workers and the work 
environment can take several forms, such as a worker’s shared 
values with other team members (i.e., person-group fit), with the 
organization (i.e., person-organization fit) or with their supervi-
sor (i.e., person-supervisor fit).22 While there are multiple types 
of fit, this discussion focuses on supplementary (particularly 
values-based) person-group fit as it is most pertinent to team-
centric organizations and often more predictive of individual 
performance than other types of person-environment fit.23 The 
similarity-attraction paradigm24 provides the underlying theory 
of supplementary fit, and describes situations where individuals 
are attracted to others because they are similar and because that 
similarity drives more rewarding relationships.25  Supplementary 
fit refers to compatibility between individuals and others who are 
similar along a respective dimension (e.g., value congruence).26  

Person-group fit based on values is one type of supplementary 
fit that carries high predictive validity for a host of desirable out-
comes for work groups and organizations. It correlates signifi-
cantly with affective commitment, team performance and indi-
vidual performance.27 Multiple studies show that person-group 
fit has strong, significant correlations with task performance as 
well as other forms of individual performance such as contextual 
performance. Contextual performance describes performance 
outside the scope of specific job requirements.28 It can be either 
beneficial to the organization (i.e., organizational citizenship 
behaviours or OCBs) or detrimental to the organization, (i.e., 
counter-productive work behaviours or CWBs). OCBs could 
be directed at individuals or the organization, such as willingly 
give up time to help other members feel welcome or offering 
ideas to improve the functioning of the unit. CWBs include 
small negative behaviours like knowingly wearing a uniform 
with a visible defect or intentionally showing up late. Higher  
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organizational identification, higher perceived organizational 
support, increased OCBs, reduced CWBs, and reduced turnover 
are all demonstrated outcomes of increased person-group fit.29 

It is important to note that person-group fit within the team is 
a collective phenomenon.  This means that not only is person-
group fit a mindset relevant to the individual, but the degree 
to which team members share perceptions of person-group fit 
is uniquely influential to both the team’s cohesion and perfor-
mance.30 In a practical sense, value fit and the degree to which 
it is shared among team members is a powerful construct team 
leaders must be aware of if they want to create the conditions 
to optimize team success.  Schein explicitly recognizes the im-
portance of value congruence (i.e., fit) and states, “In analyzing 
espoused beliefs and values, you must discriminate carefully 
among those that are congruent with the underlying assump-
tions that guide performance, those that are part of the ideology 
or philosophy of the organization, and those that are rationaliza-
tions or only aspirations for the future.”31  In other words, within 
organizational culture, values alone are not enough. There needs 
to be an awareness and measurement of value congruence or 
alignment among members and between members and the or-
ganization.  This is why fit is such a powerful construct and also 
why it is useful in understanding organizational culture.  

It is also important to note that culture is a hierarchical construct, 
and as such, the meaning of values also lies partially in other 
levels of organizational culture, particularly at the level of basic 
underlying assumptions where the values that define self-esteem 
within the organization derive their definitions.32 Just as culture 
operates as a hierarchical construct, the impact of fit tends to vary 
hierarchically within organizations. Person-organization fit is 
predictive of slightly different, but still important, variables. The 
most notable meta-analysis of the person-environment fit con-
struct found that increased perceptions of person-organization 
fit strongly predicted higher job satisfaction, organizational 
commitment, and lower turnover intentions, and moder-
ately predicted OCBs.33 A complete discussion of the person- 
environment fit construct, or a breakdown of the complexity of 



 138 | FROM KNOWING TO DOING: 

UNITED STATES

the hierarchical interaction between fit at group and organiza-
tional levels is beyond the scope of the present discussion; how-
ever, person-group and person-organization fit provide a simple 
starting point within the fit and culture discussion to consider 
how a leader may apply these principles to impact organizational  
culture in desirable ways.  

Empowerment is similar to fit in that it provides a starting point 
where a leader may use conceptual knowledge to impact culture, 
even though it is influenced by multiple levels and elements of 
the organizational hierarchy.  Empowerment can be viewed as a 
product of both structural and psychological conditions existing 
in the organization (see Table 7.1).  The structural components 
of empowerment describe the roles, policies, characteristics and 
job design within the organizational domain.34 Psychological 
empowerment is defined as “increased intrinsic task motivation 
manifested in a set of four cognitions reflecting an individual’s 
orientation to his/her work role: meaning, competence, self- 
determination and impact.”35  The defining principle of psycho-
logical empowerment is individuals maintain an active orienta-
tion towards their work situation and exercise the belief in their 
ability to shape the work environment through action.36

STRUCTURAL COMPONENTS  
OF EMPOWERMENT

PSYCHOLOGICAL CHARACTERISTICS  
OF EMPOWERMENT

· Clear structure

· Team-based alternative to hierarchy

· Relevant training opportunities

· Rewards for initiative 

·  Sharing of information

·   Meaning in work role

·   Competence of work activities

·   Self-determination

·   Perceived impact from contributions

Table 7.1. Characteristics of Empowerment37

The conditions for empowerment begin with the development of 
the structural components.38  The existence of a clear structure 
and use of a team-based approach enables self-determination 
within the work environment while generating greater under-
standing of meaning for that individual’s role within the organi-
zation. The existence of relevant training opportunities supports 
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the development of worker competencies. Rewards for initiative 
support the perception that an individual is making an impact 
with their contributions and that those contributions support 
the larger organizational objectives. Sharing of information sup-
ports all psychological characteristics of empowerment, as it can 
generate alignment of organizational vision through communi-
cation and incorporation of all relevant work roles. 

The psychological characteristics build from the structural  
characteristics to explain members’ responses to their work-
ing environment.  While the structural characteristics are more 
observable, and create conditions that ultimately lead to an in-
dividual’s perception of empowerment, the psychological char-
acteristics describe where this perceived empowerment occurs.  
Meaning stresses the need for alignment of an individual’s value, 
beliefs and behaviours with those of the organization and work 
role.39  Competence reflects an individual’s ability to adequately 
perform work activities.40 Self-determination reflects autonomy 
with regards to one’s work behaviour, regulation of actions, 
and ability to process decisions about pace, effort and work  
methods.41 Finally, impact refers to the perceived level of influence  
a member’s contributions have on operations, processes or  
company direction.42

The actions required to develop empowerment43 require leader 
action to identify and implement conditions supportive to mem-
ber development and success.  Communicating a clear vision and 
challenge requires more than eloquent words and fancy speeches; 
it requires that every member understands the direction of the 
organization and their role in the greater mission. The vision 
should inform actions, timelines, and steps that can be met along 
the way.  The challenge component implies the organization  
cannot fully meet its goal in its current capacity, and must evolve 
in some way to accomplish the challenging, yet attainable, goal.  

The development of a vision and goals supports the next action – 
foster openness and teamwork. An environment supportive of 
teamwork is often established through a unified approach to day-
to-day operations.  This is commonly seen in planning situations 
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within the military.  In a planning environment, multiple sub-
ject matter experts are brought together for the shared purpose 
of accomplishing a greater planning outcome than any one per-
son would be capable of achieving on their own.  The result of 
an open, team-based approach allows for collaboration among 
many entities to solve problems that could not normally be ac-
complished by members working in isolation.   

The third action, establish desired discipline and lines of control, 
is best explained using lessons learned from the military.  During 
the Vietnam War, Congress consolidated much of the decision-
making authority and targeting responsibilities for the war at 
high levels.  Under these conditions the United States Air Force 
was restricted from engaging hostile forces or obvious lawful 
targets without prior consent from above.  These artificial con-
straints led to unnecessary danger and loss of life, extending the 
war and minimizing the effectiveness of military operations.  In 
response to these losses, the military developed a robust system 
for combat operations which allows decision-making authority 
at the lowest possible level in hostile situations.  For instance, a 
pilot suppressing enemy air defences now has full engagement 
authority based on strategic and operational mission objectives.  
In this situation, using the established discipline for conduct in 
warfare, along with the command and control structure enabling 
decision authority at the lowest level, the Air Force has increased 
the effectiveness of its members in combat situations.  

The final action, create a support system and sense of security, 
is crucial in supporting the psychological characteristics of em-
powerment.  The need for support and security is a foundation 
for individual development and the desire to take risks or make 
mistakes.  The goal is to remove any perceptions that could cause 
defensive posturing.

USING EMPOWERMENT AND FIT TO SHAPE 
CULTURE AS A TEAM-LEvEL LEADER
In the organizational literature, the terms “team” and “group” re-
fer to distinctly different collections of workers that function at 
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similar levels of the organizational hierarchy and, therefore, the 
terms should not be used interchangeably.44  Teams tend to have 
more stable inter-personal relations than groups, and teams also 
tend to create resources for their organizations, while groups 
tend to manage and distribute resources.45 While both tend to 
have clear role assignments and clear connection to organiza-
tional goals, teams integrate multiple perspectives to provide 
increased outlets for creative problem solving as compared to 
groups. This advantage is particularly valuable in a discussion of 
effectively developing culture at the work-group or team levels.  
Therefore, in this section of the present discussion, the underly-
ing assumption is that a group-level leader and a team-level lead-
er operate at synonymous levels of the organizational hierarchy, 
and both should strive to produce outcomes at their level more 
representative of a team than a group. At the same time, the con-
struct person-group fit is measured at this level of the hierarchy 
without explicitly making this distinction, though the outcomes 
that it yields are typically measured within a team.  Therefore, 
references to person-group fit, in spite of the term, are assumed 
to imply a leader is focused on enhancing the perception of fit 
within the team.  

In spite of being nested within a team, team-level leaders create a 
lens through which others view the greater organization and its 
administration.  If an organization sets challenging goals, mem-
bers need to feel they can trust the organization, leadership, and 
peers, while feeling comfortable to openly share feedback with 
one another.  Using this insight as a guide, one can assume team-
level leaders have tremendous impact at the artifact level through 
their direct interactions with subordinates in the role of supervi-
sor.  They are the first line of defence in creating the things that 
are seen, heard and felt to give organizational culture its mean-
ing.  Given the inherent intricacy of the artifact level of culture, 
it is important that leaders at every level proactively maintain the 
conditions for empowerment and fit to flourish, but it is impera-
tive that leaders at the team level establish such conditions.  

Team leaders can influence psychological empowerment  
through the way they message and reinforce organizational  
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policies and procedures, which portray to their followers in-
creased or decreased organizational trust and transparency46 and 
add/reduce flexibility towards achieving organizational goals.47  
The response of team leaders to organizational policies can am-
plify the impact felt of those policies at the individual member 
level.  Given the increased communication channels common 
with modern technology available to the military, and a general 
desire for greater transparency within organizations, this leader-
member relationship can drastically alter perceptions of empow-
erment. To set the conditions for empowerment, team leaders 
must first align individuals to greater organizational objectives; 
this is the focus of transformational leadership behaviours.48 The 
team-level leader can be seen as the bridge between the organi-
zation’s mission and the actions of the individual.  An enhance-
ment of psychological empowerment occurs in followers who 
greatly identify with their leader,49 enabling higher expectations 
of objective achievement. This means the effects of leader actions 
and reciprocal empowerment perceptions build on one another 
to ultimately support productivity within the team.  Through this 
lens, the behaviours, actions and qualities of transformational 
leaders are seen as complementary to the empowerment process 
and represent a change-oriented leadership style. This leadership 
style is typically linked to more positive organizational outcomes 
(e.g., increased levels of organizational commitment). 

Conversely, the behaviours of a transactional leader reflect a 
stark contrast to these change-oriented ideals because they 
maintain the status quo and discourage change-oriented behav-
iour.50  Leaders using this style monitor compliance of rules and 
procedures within the system, conveying a need for control and 
micro-management to preserve stability.51  This orientation may 
cause employees to view the leader as overbearing, potentially 
mitigating innovative behaviours and reducing psychological 
empowerment among subordinates. The elements of transforma-
tional leadership associated with producing empowerment that 
are linked to a change orientation are a departure from this busi-
ness as usual mentality,52 and provide insight into how a leader 
may avoid the pitfalls of an overly transactional style. Leaders 
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at the team level can embrace the transformational approach by 
developing innovative ideas for change, influencing higher level 
leaders to generate support for new ideas, and inspiring subordi-
nates to make change happen within their sphere of influence.53  
These elements have been found to positively increase follower’s 
feelings of empowerment and perceptions of their influence and 
level of inspiration.54 Within transformational leadership, intel-
lectual stimulation specifically supports innovative behaviours 
by creating the conditions to encourage new approaches to prob-
lems facing the organization.  A leader exercising idealized influ-
ence may influence others up and down the chain-of-command 
from the team level based on the example they set in accom-
plishing organizational goals. These transformational leadership 
components support psychological empowerment by creating a 
sense of meaning and perceived impact for individuals in their 
accomplishments.  The individualized consideration component 
encourages the work group leader to create a responsive working 
environment and set conditions for self-determination, which 
allows subordinates greater autonomy based on their roles and 
abilities.  Finally, inspirational motivation, or connecting work-
ers to the organization’s mission and vision, can lead to increased 
confidence and long-term development of one’s competency 
by providing the motivation to enhance skills for individual  
workers to lead positive change. 

As stated previously, the leader plays a critical role in helping 
followers navigate changes in organizational culture.  The team-
level leader is uniquely suited to provide this support in the form 
of the empowerment behaviours already described.  As teams are 
threatened with the prospect of organizational change, a lack of 
psychological safety can appear in the form of four primary fears 
or barriers, each of which counters empowerment:  fear of tem-
porary incompetence, fear of punishment for incompetence, fear 
of loss of personal identity, and fear of loss of group member-
ship.55  These fears occur primarily as threats at the basic under-
lying assumptions level experienced by the team, and are most 
likely a result of experiences learned at the artifacts level (e.g., 
visible and touchable structures and processes or observable  
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behaviours of the leader) of organizational culture.56 Schein’s 
model of The Stages of Learning/Change underscores the rel-
evance of empowerment, specifically establishing psychological 
safety, to guiding effective culture change. The third sub-step of 
Stage 1, the unfreezing stage is, “creation of psychological safety 
to overcome learning anxiety.”57 From an empowerment stand-
point, navigating culture change requires two things.  First, the 
follower needs data linked to how the new outcomes can be suc-
cessfully met. Second, the follower needs psychological safety in 
the form of “being able to see a possibility of solving the problem 
and learning something new without loss of identity or integ-
rity.”58  According to Schein, this requires that a leader be pre-
pared to accomplish eight chronological steps or else risk a failed 
organizational change effort:  (1) a compelling positive vision;  
(2) formal training; (3) involvement of the learner; (4) infor-
mal training of relevant groups and teams; (5) provide practice 
fields, coaches and feedback; (6) provide positive role models; 
(7) support groups in which learning problems can be aired 
and discussed; and (8) ensure systems and structures that are 
consistent with the new way of thinking and working.59 These 
eight steps are impactful and critical, but it is especially insight-
ful to note that they are connected much more deeply outside 
of Schein’s model of organizational culture and are tied directly 
to the broader construct of empowerment. This is a usable and 
prescriptive list of actions a team leader can take to guide fol-
lowers through change.  But, neither the model of organizational 
culture nor the concept of empowerment is constrained to one 
level since these constructs operate hierarchically within the 
organization. Together, psychological safety and Schein’s eight 
steps impact the psychological characteristics of empowerment 
to produce a greater sense of empowerment and psychological 
safety among the team during organizational change.  

Team-level leaders also serve a unique role in providing support 
to individuals while facilitating information flow throughout 
different levels of an organization. Traditional hierarches like the 
military’s rank and power structures encourage leaders to focus 
on command and control. However, technical demands have 
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grown substantially for modern military members, especially 
those in lower levels of military organizations. Therefore, the 
capacity to communicate within and outside one’s work group 
has increased dramatically in the past decade. Unfortunately, 
decision-making in military organizations often lags behind 
more flexible organizations and modern technology, creating a 
competitive risk while reducing competitive advantage. Effective 
team leaders should first work to limit the impact of organiza-
tional constraints on their workers and create opportunities for 
members to succeed.  Immediate impact can be seen by remov-
ing administrative obstacles and avoiding creating new obstacles.  
Empowering leaders take responsibility for overcoming prob-
lems created by traditional or outmoded means of operation and 
they foster initiatives that allow their units and individual mem-
bers to excel and be innovative.  In this way, empowerment is not 
something leaders do to others.  Rather, leaders create an envi-
ronment for members to rapidly respond to problems in creative 
ways. Team leaders must prioritize the alignment of individual 
members and their associated goals and skills with greater or-
ganizational goals.  This includes promoting the effective distri-
bution of decision-making authority.  It also requires continued 
efforts to provide members with growth opportunities, support, 
and the vision they need to perform at optimal levels. 

Creating conditions where workers feel empowered includes 
efforts to maintain organizational transparency and alignment 
of the team’s efforts with organizational goals (i.e., increasing 
perceptions of person-organization fit). This is a notable area 
where a leader’s efforts to enhance perceptions of empowerment 
are critically related to perceptions of fit with both the team and 
organization. Team-level leaders serve an especially important 
role in preventing obsolete operational procedures from imped-
ing member contributions to the success of the organization. 
Specifically, team leaders influence both implied values and un-
derlying assumptions that create the organization’s culture, and 
directly affect member perceptions of organizational support. As 
these leaders interact with members, their perpetuation of orga-
nizational values, the resulting perception of value fit, and the  
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perceived support from the organization can amplify member 
levels of organizational commitment.60 For example, Eisenberger 
and colleagues reported the broad impact of the concept of su-
pervisor’s organizational embodiment (SOE).  In both a large 
US and international sample, they discovered that as SOE in-
creased, so did the quality of interactions between employees 
and their supervisors, the employee’s commitment to the orga-
nization, and the employee’s work performance and extra-role 
performance.61  In cases of abusive supervision, SOE predicted 
the level of organizational support the supervisee would feel and 
also the amount of negative reaction the employee would have 
to the abuse.62  

Direct supervisors are also critically important to how individu-
als perceive the parent organization’s human resource initiatives.  
Positive experiences with these initiatives coupled with positive 
experiences with the direct supervisor are key ingredients that 
allow such initiatives to boost individual performance.63 The 
perception of team leaders (i.e., their embodiment of the orga-
nization’s values and culture) by subordinates create a dynamic 
that directly impacts the degree to which subordinates carry out 
orders, their level of obedience to that leader,64 and the individ-
ual performance of team members.65 This interaction begins at 
the first level of Schein’s model, but also influences the values 
and their meaning (levels 2 and 3), which account for its broad 
impact on attitudes and performance.  

At the espoused beliefs and values level of organizational cul-
ture, fit may be most critical. Members use the leader’s actions to 
gauge alignment between the organization’s and the team’s actual 
and stated values, which further impacts attitudes and behav-
iour.  For example, evidence shows that transformational leader 
behaviour shapes follower desires, social identities, individual 
needs, and their organization-specific values, which enhances 
the follower’s ability to maximize their potential.66 This is done 
in large part because a leader’s transformational behaviour sig-
nificantly predicts their follower’s perception of core job char-
acteristics, intrinsic motivation, and goal commitment.67 By the 
nature of transformational leadership theory, leader behaviour 
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using this style is central to creating perceptions of fit with the 
team’s and organization’s values because, “transformational lead-
ers get followers involved in envisioning an attractive future and 
inspire them to be committed to achieving that future.”68 This 
positive correlation between transformational leadership and 
person-group fit is likely due to the team’s desire to emulate the 
leader, social pressure to cooperate, emotional contagion effects, 
and increased perception of value alignment among followers.69  
Note the alignment of these respective sources of influence with 
Schein’s model of organizational culture, social identity theory, 
and the similarity-attraction paradigm that provides the un-
derlying theory for person-group fit:  this sheds light on how 
person-group fit operates, and why it is central to both effective 
leadership and the perpetuation of organizational culture. 

Not surprisingly, there is strong research support for the impact 
of person-group fit on how individuals understand the espoused 
beliefs and values level of culture. In a study of 2,018 finan-
cial teams within the same organization, the transformational  
leadership-team performance relationship was moderated by 
the degree to which group members preferred working together  
to solve problems (i.e., team collectivism).70 Although team col-
lectivism differs slightly from person-group fit, the significant 
moderation effect demonstrates the effects of leadership are 
heavily dependent upon a within-team phenomenon, particu-
larly those related to the team’s sense of cohesion. When person-
group fit was tested specifically as an intervening variable be-
tween transformational leadership and individual performance, 
individuals and teams who perceived greater transformational 
leadership were more likely to engage in OCBs, less likely to en-
gage in CWBs, and more likely to perceive person-group fit.71  
Most importantly, the effects of transformational leadership on 
both OCBs and CWBs were dependent upon individuals and 
teams perceiving high person-group fit.  In other words, trans-
formational leadership may work most effectively when follow-
ers perceive a high level of fit with their team, particularly when 
the team experiences a high degree of collective value fit.72  This 
suggests team-level leaders should not only focus on their own 
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behaviour, but on creating an environment of value alignment 
within their teams. 

A leader who fails to develop shared values within the team, will 
likely be unable to use transformational leadership to realize the 
benefits of OCBs to the team or reduce the prevalence of CWBs.  
There are some specific actions a direct supervisor or team- 
leader can take to boost perceptions of fit.  Ironically, much time 
is spent describing specific job requirements for a particular role 
to new or prospective team members, but the demands-abilities 
model of fit does little to predict attitudes and performance 
compared to the supplementary-fit captured by person-group fit 
based on values.73  With this knowledge, a team leader can subtly 
shift their focus by highlighting elements of the job and team 
that then align the member with the team’s shared values, and 
seek to pair new and current members with other team members 
who share more similarities.74  

Another recommendation, that is often overlooked, has a  
clear impact at the level of espoused beliefs and values: Amy 
Kristof-Brown and her colleagues accurately note, 

An employee may not be able to assess [fit] simply because 
organizational characteristics may be difficult to identify. 
For example, perceived fit and actual fit on ethical values 
may be distally related because managers spend little time 
explicitly discussing their moral principles.  From the 
beginning of the recruitment process through long-term 
employment, managers should pay attention to how clear-
ly they are communicating work unit and organizational 
values.75 

This may seem like an intuitive approach, but consider how a 
busy military team leader may rely on the parent organization 
to communicate the organization’s core values, without taking 
the time to communicate what values are unique within the 
team and how they connect to the broader organization or force. 
This is a subtle and impactful distinction many military team 
leaders are likely to overlook. Taking time to articulate specific  
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values that are important to the team, and how they connect 
to the organization, is likely to enhance perceptions of person-
group fit and person-organization fit, and yield positive out-
comes as a result. 

USING EMPOWERMENT AND FIT TO SHAPE 
CULTURE AS AN ORGANIZATIONAL-LEvEL 
LEADER
Organizational-level leaders are critical in shaping the vision 
and goals that will likely influence every member of an organiza-
tion.  A well-developed strategic framework creates a sense of 
shared vision for intended organizational outcomes.  Military 
enterprises are typically formed with a strategic vision for the 
future which guides developmental efforts within the respective 
organization.  Transformational leadership has become a reliable 
framework for increasing performance in team-centric organi-
zations because the leader activities (e.g., individual consider-
ation) are believed to motivate workers to align their personal 
values and behaviours with the organization’s values.76 While 
an organizational-level leader should not overlook the impact 
of establishing person-group fit within their subordinate work 
groups or immediate sphere of influence, they must be aware 
of a broader dimension of fit more relevant at their level of the 
organizational hierarchy.  As noted earlier, person-organization 
fit strongly predicts higher job satisfaction, organizational com-
mitment, lower turnover intentions, and moderately predicts 
OCBs.77  This predictive validity tends to be context indepen-
dent; that is, it is impactful with different leadership styles and in 
a variety of organizations. For example, person-organization fit 
and servant leadership interact when predicting contextual per-
formance even when outcomes were assessed at the individual- 
level, and this effect occurred within a sample consisting of 
workers from different organizations.78 This means that while 
organizations whose leaders rely on guiding and developing 
teams should emphasize the importance of building or develop-
ing a strong person-group fit within those teams, they must also 
be cognizant of creating the conditions where individuals and 
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teams are likely to feel a strong fit with the greater organization.  
This also means that organizational-level leaders cannot rely 
solely on the leadership of their team-level leaders for success, 
they must be cognizant of the impact the broader organizational 
culture is having on individual members and teams.   

At the same time, there are initiatives that can support cohesive 
teams and facilitate creating stronger person-group fit at the 
team level that the organizational-level leader is uniquely suited 
to affect. Promoting person-group fit during the selection and 
placement stage of teams is likely the easiest route to ensure the 
success of transformational leaders at lower levels. Unfortunately, 
many organizations cannot rely on selection to promote person- 
group fit. These organizations may already have established 
teams, they may be required to build teams based solely on avail-
able personnel or the teams may be too large and diverse to ac-
count for person-group fit during selection.  This may be partic-
ularly true for leaders of military organizations whose members 
are selected centrally by the parent organization or on a volun-
teer basis.  For these organizations, transformational leadership 
training must go beyond individual consideration, intellectual 
stimulation, idealized influence, and inspirational motivation.  
Training should include making leaders aware of the necessity 
of establishing and promoting person-group fit within the team.  
For example, human resource management practices, such as 
leadership training for direct supervisors, can also be designed 
to promote person-group fit. Werbel and DeMarie suggest that 
person-group fit will be enhanced if the organization provides 
training that is mentor-based, performance evaluations based on 
innovation-based competencies and group-relevant job perfor-
mance (e.g., contextual performance), compensation based on 
group performance with little variability within the work unit, 
and teams with a decentralized decision-making structure.79  

Organization-level leaders who are evaluating and develop-
ing their leaders on transformational leadership characteristics 
should also measure and ensure a strong person-group fit be-
tween team members, develop human resource policies that pro-
mote person-group fit, and teach individual leaders techniques 
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for promoting person-group fit within their teams.  This does 
not mean fit should be viewed as a panacea or that this approach 
is straightforward.  Care must be taken to articulate the values in 
a consistent way, and that specifically delineates only those val-
ues that are critical to the organization and its team’s functioning 
to allow for the inclusion of broader and unspecified values as 
much as possible.  This creates a unique responsibility for the 
organizational level leader to be specific in their fit initiatives 
to bring both clarity and specificity to the espoused beliefs and 
values level of organizational culture. Lack of attention to detail 
can be detrimental here, because it can drive those who do not 
perceive fit to want to leave the organization or generate a host 
of negative consequences that come with too much homogeneity 
and low diversity within a unit.80

Since person-group fit directly impacts contextual performance, 
partnering human resource management practices with trans-
formational leadership is the most likely route to promote con-
textual performance within teams.  The organizational-level 
leader has the ability to focus training initiatives, adjust perfor-
mance evaluations, alter performance or reward systems, and 
push decision-making authority to lower levels.  In this capacity, 
an organizational level leader has a direct impact on the artifact 
level of Schein’s model of culture.  The above adjustments to vis-
ible and touchable structures and processes, though subtle, can 
result in valuable changes for members at the espoused beliefs 
and values level and the basic underlying assumptions level as 
it clarifies the values and enables greater perceptions of fit. Re-
search confirms the organizational-level leader who pays atten-
tion to the impact of their unique position in the organizational 
hierarchy by creating conditions where their teams are likely to 
fit together, and to also fit well with the organization, are more 
likely to generate higher commitment to the organization, lower 
turnover, and more valuable contextual performance (i.e., high-
er OCBs and lower CWBs) within their teams.81 These are out-
comes that originate primarily at the artifacts level of Schein’s 
model, but the impact is ultimately felt at all three levels.  



 152 | FROM KNOWING TO DOING: 

UNITED STATES

The above recommendations reflect a focus on value alignment 
throughout levels of the organizational hierarchy perpetuated by 
the organizational leader. Unfortunately, such a deliberate focus 
on alignment is often not a priority whether value-focused or 
goal and/or development-focused. When alignment is not con-
sidered a priority, organizational leaders may become hyper-
focused on consistent output rather than goal-driven or devel-
opment-focused behaviours. When senior leaders perpetuate 
perceptions of worth based on quantified output, the alignment 
of organizational efforts becomes an unverified assumption.82  
This can limit followers’ perception of the worth of their collab-
orative efforts to the greater organization.83  The consequence is 
that at the group and team levels, workers may prioritize their 
efforts toward objectively measurable outputs at the expense of 
efforts that benefit their work groups.84  While plainly recogniz-
able achievements are easy to quantify, they can run counter to 
the overall mission. 

Competition for scarce resources to achieve desired outputs, a 
common operational reality for many military organizations 
who are not ultimately in direct control of their budgets, can 
lead to misalignment of goals and internal strife.  Hence, people 
are no longer fighting to maintain alignment with organizational 
goals but are fighting within the organization for resources and 
influence.85  Organizational-level leaders must ask themselves if 
their members are working toward organizational goals or striv-
ing to validate their own perception of worth within the organi-
zation that may be inadvertently reinforced at the organization-
al level. A lack of perceived worth inadvertently created by an  
organizational-level leader can lead to an additional consequence 
at the team level – a lack of ownership for maintaining alignment 
with the greater organization.86 When the group or team focus 
becomes limited, members will seek to optimize their own areas 
rather than align and integrate across the greater organization.87  

Organizational leaders cannot force components of an organiza-
tion to create alignment.  Rather, an empowered organization 
creates value alignment between individual member roles and 
organizational goals.88  This creates meaning through the visible 
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representation of structures and processes at the artifact level, 
and informs and inspires individuals within their roles.  As value 
alignment is supported a positive basic underlying assumption 
of collective ownership of the organization’s goals can begin to 
form at the group and team level as well. 

The loss of shared vision, while not intentional, is a result of a 
“business as usual” approach as members assume that once a 
reasonable level of operational effectiveness is achieved, the ob-
jectives will continue to be met.  The comfort of routine is evi-
dent in commonly proffered explanations for dysfunction that 
represent basic underlying assumptions such as “that’s how it’s 
always been done” or “we can’t change that.”  While no organiza-
tion intends to become misaligned, over time, processes and pro-
cedures tend to drift away from well-reasoned goals. This prob-
lem is called organizational drift.89  Organizational drift carries 
an implicit need for understanding by members of the inherent 
value of new approaches to organizational processes and mission 
accomplishment.  Members will increase effort towards a shared 
vision when the logic of the process and the feasibility of the ap-
proach are clarified.  Organizational drift is one of greatest bar-
riers to empowerment,90 and is characterized by failure to make 
alignment a priority, lack of ownership of alignment processes, 
the tendency towards continually increasing organizational 
complexity, and “box-checking” accountability procedures.91  To 
offset these negative consequences, organizations should select 
team members and configure teams based on similar personal 
values, which makes the commitment to a shared vision and the 
internalization of organizational alignment efforts more likely.  
This underscores the theme that fit and empowerment are in-
timately related, and that both facilitate the development of a 
healthy organizational culture.  

Shared end states are critical as the size and scope of the organi-
zation grows and the mission becomes increasingly complex.92  
Mission creep can catch an organizational-level leader off guard 
as their responsibility increases and the original intent of pro-
cesses and actionable objectives become lost in the noise.  The 
interconnectedness of a large system can become overbearing, 
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causing “analysis paralysis” for decision-makers who are over-
whelmed by or unaware of the possible ramifications of the  
variety of options at their disposal.93  

Organizational-level leaders can ease the burden this creates for 
their lower level leaders and other members by helping their 
team leaders recognize alignment between their respective fo-
cuses and the greater organizational mission, focusing them 
on creating alignment within their sphere of influence with the 
greater system, and relinquishing the need to control individ-
ual pieces of the larger system.94 Using this logic, the concept 
of true “centralized command, decentralized execution” takes 
focused effort and constant care to nurture, maintain and ex-
ecute. Not surprisingly, an overvaluation of procedures intended 
to assure accountability and thoroughness can create systems 
that reduce effectiveness and run contrary to the notion of ef-
fective centralized command, decentralized execution.95 A focus 
on “box-checking” provides a false sense that the organization 
is accomplishing requirements and limits achievement of essen-
tial mission objectives. As a consequence, group members can 
become caught up in checking these “boxes” rather than risking 
failure to gain true mission efficiencies.96  

While an organizational-level leader may be justified to balk  
at the time commitment a focus on this needed realignment 
would take, this should be the priority as it ensures that all mem-
bers are engaged in activities that are aligned, purposeful and  
developmental.  Busy leaders tend to tolerate mission creep be-
cause they are too caught up in their routine to fight the det-
rimental effects of increased responsibility without increased 
capacity.  At a certain point, the organization-level leader can 
become so focused on sustaining the organization in its current 
state that he or she is not totally aware of how well it is executing 
the mission for which it was originally intended.  Further down 
the organizational hierarchy, members then lose motivation97 
and grow cynical98 when their capacity to maintain alignment 
is derailed by bureaucratic requirements which become an end  
in themselves.  
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Addressing this problem requires taking an honest look at 
the output of regular meetings, program updates, and staffing 
memos to determine whether mission essential objectives are 
clear and if routine procedures dominate the prescriptive cours-
es of action. Though subtle, attention to such details from the  
organizational-level leader down through the hierarchy are a 
primary source of Schein’s artifacts, and a direct driver of or-
ganizational culture. Small adjustments in the above areas can 
produce broad, desirable changes to the organization’s culture.  

The following example reveals how empowerment changes may 
seem small, but have broad impacts on organizational culture.  
The current Chief of Staff of the United States Air Force (CSAF) 
and Secretary of the Air Force have demonstrated empowerment-
minded initiatives intended to address cultural issues negatively 
impacting the service.  In their newly appointed leadership roles, 
they immediately addressed burdensome administrative guid-
ance by reducing directive publications to eliminate “distraction 
and inefficiency” produced by artifacts of training accountabil-
ity.  This was inspired by a recent “spark tank” initiative to gener-
ate innovative ideas that perpetuate the value of a culture that 
stimulates rich thought and new approaches. Demonstrating a 
clear understanding of an organizational-level leader’s impact 
on culture, the CSAF used empowerment principles to address 
deficiencies of role autonomy that were negatively impacting 
the tactical issue of crew rest.99  He delegated decision author-
ity on crew rest issues from major command to wing level, and 
directed wing commanders to further delegate the authority to 
individual squadron commanders. Simultaneously, he instruct-
ed the inspector general not to penalize squadron commanders 
who made real time crew-rest decisions and/or changed direc-
tion on crew rest determinations in the interest of mission ef-
fectiveness.100 He understood the Air Force’s crew rest problem 
was the product of an organizational culture where individuals 
did not have the psychological safety or implied organizational 
trust to make critical decisions at the appropriate level.  His ac-
tions as a senior leader deliberately shaped the Air Force’s culture 
specific to crew rest at the artifacts level of Schein’s model.  These 
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changes also clarified the values specific to crew rest, and shaped 
the basic underlying assumptions about crew rest within the Air 
Force’s culture that were impacting aircrew effectiveness.  This 
effort to increase decision authority at lower levels clearly dem-
onstrates the benefits of individual empowerment to develop an 
organization’s culture that an organizational-level leader has at 
their disposal.  

CONCLUSION
Schein’s model of organizational culture provides a road map to 
help both team-level and organizational-level leaders navigate 
the complex impact their actions can have on organizational cul-
ture.  This helps leaders shift from viewing culture as an abstract 
concept to one that can be easily understood and applied to their 
leadership behaviours and style.  More specifically, empower-
ment and fit are constructs military leaders can use to engage 
their teams and organizations to drive desirable changes at all 
three levels of Schein’s model.  The nature of this model and its 
origins in social psychology explain how humans make sense of 
organizational culture, their own identity, and the meaning of 
both through interaction.  As such, it suggests leaders can shape 
organizational culture via the responsible and deliberate perpet-
uation of organizational culture, the navigation of cultural ambi-
guity and flawed basic underlying assumptions, and enhancing 
members’ ability to successfully navigate culture change.  

These are focal areas where both empowerment and fit are partic-
ularly useful in shaping organizational culture in desirable ways 
as both a team-level and organizational-level leader. Shaping the 
structures that create or reinforce psychological characteristics 
of empowerment do not just reflect transformational leadership, 
they drive a healthier culture through healthier teams.  Similarly, 
paying attention to and promoting person-group fit within the 
team has a direct impact at the level of espoused beliefs and val-
ues, and an indirect impact on the other levels, which research 
suggests will yield both higher commitment and better perfor-
mance.  To the degree that these initiatives represent organiza-
tional culture change, the theories also predict individuals will 
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find these changes deeply unsettling. Psychological safety is a 
primary dimension of empowerment where team leaders can 
be particularly effective at leading this change for their mem-
bers.  Finally, at the top of the hierarchy, an organizational-level 
leader has tremendous responsibility and opportunity.  They can 
deliberately reinforce the above, while also attending to person-
organization fit and reinforcing empowerment concepts and 
goal alignment throughout the organizational hierarchy in a way 
uniquely suited to leaders at the organizational level.  
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CHAPTER 8

LEADING STRATEGIC CHANGE:   
THE ROLE OF TEAMS, TASKS AND  

COMMANDER’S INTENT
Jerry Guo, MS; and Mie Augier, PhD*

INTRODUCTION
[L]eaders … often encounter entrenched cultures that 
make real change difficult, as well as lower-level organi-
zations resistant to guidance from the top, determined 
to preserve their piece of the cake and their status. Trim-
ming organizational deadwood can be as challenging in 
the business world as in public institutions. It is a rare soul 
who has not been frustrated and maddened by multiple 
business bureaucracies—not to mention disastrous busi-
ness decisions that cost jobs and create economic turmoil 
and heartache.1

The preceding quote from former United States Secretary of 
Defense Robert Gates alludes to some of the challenges leaders 
face as they act as both managers and strategic leaders trying to 
change an organization. Whereas managers have formal author-
ity delegated to them by an organization and accomplish tasks, 
leaders take this formal authority and inspire those working un-
der them to accomplish change. Former US Secretary of Defense 
Gates himself faced this problem as he led both military and ci-
vilian organizations.2 Yet with a passion for strategic leadership, 
Gates never gave up trying to overcome the resistances, inertias 
and difficulties organizations and leaders face. 

* The views expressed in this chapter are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect 
those of the Carnegie Mellon University or the Naval Postgraduate School.
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This paper discusses some of the difficulties leaders face when 
trying to implement their strategic decisions. A key difficulty in 
strategic leadership is understanding the organizational dynam-
ics of individual, organizational and bureaucratic inertia and 
the barriers to implementing change.3 Moreover, implementing 
change itself is substantially difficult, with many organizational 
change efforts ultimately ending in failure. From the conception 
of an idea that is different and can lead to change, to its imple-
mentation, to ensuring the changes remain in place, the process 
of implementing strategic change brings many difficulties.

While implementing leadership ideas and visions are difficult, 
they are not impossible. One way leaders can create enduring 
strategic change in organizations is by deeply understanding an 
organization’s way of thinking and doing, including key dimen-
sions of understanding team members, organizational routines, 
and how team members communicate. Leaders must under-
stand how organizational members work together in teams to 
design and manage organizational structures. Much organiza-
tional work is accomplished in teams, which are increasingly 
seen as the building blocks of organizations.4 Team-based work 
has grown in importance in recent years, particularly as infor-
mation and communication technology has reduced coordina-
tion costs for globally-distributed organizations. Understanding 
team dynamics can prove to be advantageous for organizations 
navigating change, as strategic changes will frequently require 
organizational teams to change how they work, and the changes 
themselves will need to be implemented by organizational teams. 

In discussing these dynamics and the implications for strategic 
leadership, we draw on a few examples from the United States 
Marine Corps (USMC) using archival and interview work. We 
focus on the Marines’ emphasis on the human element and 
decentralized leadership. In particular, we examine an avenue 
for understanding effective leadership in understanding team 
dynamics. Using ideas from the organizational behaviour lit-
erature, we describe techniques leaders can use to build effi-
cient teams, including research in transactive memory systems, 
group discussions and creativity, newcomer influence, and the  



I NTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES ON LEADING EFFECTIVELY           | 167

CHAPTER 8

standardization of work processes in routines. We show that 
leaders can use these techniques to substantially improve 
team performance when their behaviours are grounded in  
theoretically-relevant and empirically-tested methods. 

We discuss our ideas in the context of the USMC. We show that 
Marine Corps leadership behaviours, including techniques like 
commander’s intent, demonstrate some of these methods in ac-
tion. We provide examples from interviews showing how Marine 
officers lead in combat and in garrison. We also describe some 
other organizational mechanisms in the Marine Corps that con-
tribute to leadership. Finally, we describe some implications for 
military leadership, with particular attention to other military 
organizations. 

WHY STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP IS DIFFICULT 
(AND WHAT LEADERS CAN DO ABOUT IT)

We need to understand that throughout history the dif-
ference between brilliantly performing armies and medio-
cre ones has always rested on a small handful of combat  
leaders. Naturally, the military that manages to nurture 
such a tiny handful of brilliant, innovative officers to com-
bat command achieves great results such as we just wit-
nessed [in the Gulf War]. On the other hand, a military 
that suppresses said brilliant and unconventional young 
officers among them, who I might add tend to make life 
uncomfortable for seniors, is forced to grind out rigid, 
predictable battles with much blood and mountains of 
material.5 

The quotes from Gates in the beginning of this chapter along 
with this quote from Boyd hints at both the difficulties and cen-
trality of strategic leadership, and what can be done to over-
come the difficulties. At the heart of the challenges is the fact 
that leaders deal with describing visions, setting direction and 
implementing change in organizations. This includes trying to 
understand and orient the organization towards changes in its 
external environment, so that it can adapt and survive over time, 
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as well as ensure the alignment of internal structures within the 
organization to its engagement with the external environment. 
In doing so, leaders face resistance at different levels. Leaders 
face not only the difficult task of correctly understanding the en-
vironment and its trends, but also challenges at the individual, 
organizational and bureaucratic levels. This may sound relatively 
simple, but that does not mean it is easy (to paraphrase what 
Clausewitz said about strategy).6 

At the individual level, psychologists as early as Kurt Lewin have 
studied how people resist change, even if it is for their own good. 
More recently, behavioural studies have added insights to the 
various kinds of stability and status quo biases we all have, which 
are all powerful sources of inertia.7 At the organizational level, 
organizational mechanisms tend to reinforce the tendency to-
wards inertia, especially as organizations age and/or grow. While 
organizational routines and processes developed early in an or-
ganization’s life are often intended to make work and decision-
making more effective, over time, internal processes “neces-
sitate” a growth in administrative and managerial layers in the 
organization. And finally, bureaucratic inertia and the politics of 
organizations can add even more challenges for leaders as they 
try to enable strategic change in organization, as Secretary Gates 
saw when he wanted to implement changes in the Pentagon.8 

If these sources of resistance seem particularly discouraging, 
understanding such dynamics gives leaders clues as to how to 
overcome them, by attempting to “strategically design” the or-
ganization to minimize them. For example, when leaders en-
courage different organizational groups to work together, people 
become more open to change, more willing to promote these 
interactions for the development of ideas and initiatives and less 
biased toward the status quo. At the organizational level, leaders 
can establish and nourish what organization scholars have called 
a “hot group mentality,” which is a state of intensely-focused 
“contagious single-mindedness.”9 While hot groups tend to cool, 
they can serve as drivers for organizational change and experi-
mentation. And while it is probably very difficult to “design” hot 
groups, leaders can be aware and even encourage the flaring of 
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ideas such groups can develop, which can have positive impli-
cations for the organization as a whole, far beyond the group’s  
immediate activities and ideas. 

SOME CHARACTERISTICS OF USMC  
LEADERSHIP PHILOSOPHY AND PRACTICE 
Business organizations deal with the dynamics of strategic 
change in multiple ways, as do military organizations. Military 
organizations are often older and larger than many, if not most, 
business organizations. It may be beneficial to study how mili-
tary strategic leaders have managed the difficulties of change, as 
well how military leaders have developed systems and practices 
that seem to have built-in counters to at least some of the im-
pediments to change.

As in many organizations, decisive strategic leadership has often 
been seen in the wake of a crisis necessitating a strong organi-
zational response. For example, Steve Jobs returned to Apple in 
1997 and initiated organizational and product changes designed 
to bring the company back from a series of failures. The leader-
ship characteristics enabling successful response are built into 
the core of how the organization “thinks,” trains and educates its 
members and leaders. 

For example, tremendous external changes in the larger strategic 
environment of the 1970s made strategic transformation of the 
USMC’s recruiting and training processes necessary. Specifically, 
the transformation was brought on by the end of military con-
scription (i.e., the draft) in 1973. While it forced other services 
to lower their enlistment standards to meet their target troop 
strength, the USMC did not want to compromise quality. Dur-
ing the same time, Congressional legislation dictated that at least 
55% of enlisted personnel hold high school graduation degrees. 
This legislation was such a huge challenge that then Comman-
dant of the Marine Corps Cushman sought an exemption for 
the Marine Corps. It was denied. Upon Cushman’s retirement, 
Lou Wilson became Commandant and led what Brigadier  
General William Bowers described as the “first revolution in 
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Marine Corps Recruiting.”10 Key to Wilson’s strategic leadership 
was to set an almost unattainably high strategic vision (i.e., 3 of 
4 Marines will have earned a high school degree), to reorganize 
recruiting districts and training regiments to report directly to 
the generals in charge, and to sort out those Marines unable or 
unwilling to meet the new standards. This was not easy, nor was 
the road entirely smooth. By 1979, Wilson had made important 
progress. The Commandant after Wilson, General Robert Barrow,  
had worked closely with Wilson, and continued and extended 
these reforms. He continued to emphasize the importance of 
education, expanded the enlistment of women into the USMC, 
and ensured career tracks for the women who enlisted. These two 
Commandants had intimate knowledge of all aspects of the or-
ganization; they had been in all billets in the organization and 
knew that the core strength of the Marine Corps was its people 
and the quality and characteristics of the individual Marine. The  
“Wilson-Barrow” reforms had several elements:  raising stan-
dards, improving and toughening basic training, and aggres-
sively removing the Marines who did not meet standards.11 To 
those who worried about high standards leading to an insufficient 
number of Marines in the Corps, Wilson responded, “if it is just 
me and my driver, we are going to have a quality Marine Corps.”12 

With these transformations in place, the recruiting and training 
processes were reformed and the organization adapted by adding 
new training centres. Commandants Kelley and Gray continued 
reforming the organization. General Gray focused on upgrading 
the intellectual foundations and core ways of “how the organi-
zation thinks.” Continuing the emphasis on high standards and 
quality Marines, Gray worked to ensure that the positive changes 
initiated earlier became firmly embedded in the organization’s 
way of thinking and acting. For example, Gray founded the 
United States Marine Corps University, and established a read-
ing list. He also integrated ideas from outside the Marine Corps, 
such as those from John Boyd, a famously “disruptive” thinker 
and former Air Force fighter pilot. Gray was fundamental in 
establishing the Marine Corps’ “manoeuvre” way of thinking 
and acting, further reinforcing prior Marine leaders’ emphasis 
on the centrality of the individual Marine and embedding it in  



I NTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES ON LEADING EFFECTIVELY           | 171

CHAPTER 8

organizational concepts, structures, processes and ways of think-
ing. This also filled a need that had emerged in the military pro-
fession for more emphasis on the art of war.13 Commandant  
Krulak later introduced “the Crucible” as a capstone exercise in 
basic training as a test of strength, will and team spirit. Collec-
tively, these Marine Commandants exhibited remarkable conti-
nuity of vision and style, and while each had their own set of 
ideas and emphases, they embodied some essential elements of 
Marine Corps leadership that has gradually been built into the 
organization’s structure and education. 

Although the Marine Corps has many examples of leaders, such 
as the Commandants mentioned above, who engaged in strate-
gic leadership and moved the organization through difficult pe-
riods, simply identifying these leaders does not provide enough 
in the way of actionable examples for current military personnel 
seeking to be strategic leaders. In the next section, we analyze 
the Marine Corps from the perspective of core concepts in team 
dynamics. We suggest that considering the Marine Corps from 
this lens will help to derive specific actions that leaders may take 
to improve both themselves and their organizations.

STRATEGIC LEADERSHIP AT WORK IN  
ORGANIZATIONS: TEAMS, TASKS AND  
TRACTION
Insights from research on team processes can inform how 
commander’s structure team design and interactions so as to 
implementing organizational change. A vast literature in team 
processes examines characteristics of team processes and their 
consequent influences on team performance. We will now high-
light four streams of research that have particular bearing on 
military organizations.

TRANSACTIVE MEMORY SYSTEMS

A transactive memory system (TMS) is a collective system for 
encoding, storing and sharing knowledge.14 It is colloquially 
defined as “knowledge of who knows what.” A TMS is formed 
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when members have acquired sufficient knowledge of each oth-
er’s skills and capabilities. For example, consider a software de-
velopment team comprised of four programmers. One program-
mer may have a background in Java, another in C++, the third 
in Python, and the fourth in Assembly. When they first start 
working together, it is unlikely that they will have knowledge of 
each other’s abilities. However, over time, they will uncover each 
other’s unique skills and thereby form a TMS.

TMSs have been demonstrated to improve team performance 
across a wide variety of settings in the field and in the labora-
tory.15 Scholars have highlighted three conceptual components 
of TMSs that can improve performance.16 First, a TMS will en-
gender greater trust between members. Team members will be 
more likely to trust one another’s knowledge and contributions 
to a task. Second, teams with a developed TMS are more likely 
to assign individual members to specialize on components on 
the task. This aids task performance and completion by ensur-
ing the most skilled members are working on components of the 
task that are suited to their abilities. Third, a TMS improves team 
coordination, reducing the time it takes for teams to generate 
solutions for a task and to assign work.

Data from interviews with USMC officers supports the idea that 
a TMS is influential in explaining team performance. One logis-
tics officer commented on trust, one of the hallmark indicators 
of a TMS:  

And that’s the foundation [the] Marine Corps operates on, 
the fact that I could trust, I could trust the guy left and 
right to do their job, you know, that’s the basic foundation 
the marine corps work on, so if I can’t trust other staff sec-
tion to do their job or if the CO can’t trust me to do my 
basic logistic function, then it’s bad.17 

Marines suggest that one of the ways they develop a TMS is 
through experience working together: 

But that stuff takes time too, you know, you gotta [sic] build 
relationships within a unit for implicit communication, 
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stuff like that to happen. I mean I had staff NCOs [non-
commissioned officers], senior enlisted people, who after 
we worked together for 8, 9, 10 months, they would have 
10 tasks done before I even tasked them with it because 
they already knew what was coming down. That’s the type 
of implicit communication that I’m talking about.18 

Experience working together allows Marines to develop rela-
tionships with one another and an understanding of their skills, 
which allows for the efficient execution of tasks. One of the rea-
sons that task performance is improved is because tasks are as-
signed to members who have the skills needed to perform them: 

Areas that I see that it has been employed, you know I’ve 
had the pleasure of somebody recognizing a skillset that 
I have and letting me run with that and even funneling 
more people to come my direction for that skillset.19 

With respect to innovation, a TMS allows team members to 
identify those members who have the expertise needed to con-
tribute to solution generation: 

We were also looking for, I don’t know if I’d classify it as 
innovation as just relying on experience. You know, go to 
the subject matter expert and find out how if a humanitar-
ian aid disaster relief actually kicks off, what are the back 
of the napkin discussion, what are the steps, the things 
that they’re gonna [sic] do first, and we wanna [sic] build 
our [Training, Tactics, Procedures] TTPs around what 
that subject matter expert plans to do, because the S3, the 
S4, the S6 role should all be supporting that role rather 
than dictating that role that they’re doing.20 

A knowledge of who knows what not only allows assignment of 
members to sub-tasks, but also allows for efficient information 
search. 

How can commanders influence TMS formation? Research 
shows when teams train together, they are more likely to form a 
TMS.21 As teams gain experience working together, the process 
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of completing tasks increases the likelihood that expertise will 
surface and that team members will develop a knowledge of 
who knows what. Some organizations have experimented with 
“yellow pages,” or electronic directories of member expertise, 
that may increase the likelihood of TMS formation.22 In such a 
system, the organization would create a database of members, 
each with a profile listing their expertise. This requires a substan-
tial time investment as either the organization of the members 
themselves must update the database in response to changes in 
skill, which can increase or deteriorate over time. For a large or 
dispersed organization, it could be beneficial to provide such in-
formation to members so they have an idea of each other’s skills. 

GROUP DISCUSSIONS AND EXPERTISE UTILIZATION

As previously discussed, a TMS can form if team members 
gain knowledge about each other’s skills as they work together. 
Knowledge can also surface during the course of group discus-
sions. A substantial body of research into group decision-making 
examines how team members surface and make use of one an-
other’s expertise. Team members are likely to possess unique ex-
pertise or information not commonly-held by other team mem-
bers. To the extent to which the team can surface and utilize this 
expertise, it will perform better. However, surfacing expertise is 
difficult. A consistent finding in research is that team members 
are more likely to discuss commonly-held information relative  
to uniquely-held information, a phenomenon called shared in-
formation bias.23

When a team receives new members, as is the case with many 
military organizations, the newcomers frequently bring new in-
formation, which is one way an organization can learn.24 New-
comers have been demonstrated to contribute more unique 
information in group discussions, relative to old-timers.25 It 
is therefore of particular interest to team leaders to uncover 
the information that new members possess. Research has also 
shown that negative prior team performance can influence the 
likelihood that newcomers will be influential in discussions or  
decision-making.26 
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Interviews with Marines suggest that ideas may be difficult to 
feed up the chain of command: 

Actually, a corporal, but even when I was a lance corpo-
ral, I used to come up with innovative ideas. But you have 
to bounce it with a pub, and I would ask my sergeants or 
whatever, and sometimes they would laugh at me, some-
times they would say it’s a good idea, but most of the time 
they would laugh. They would say, no – this is the reason 
why, you do it.27 

Status clearly plays a role in determining when ideas will be  
accepted by superiors. However, Marines appear receptive to 
new ideas from fellow Marines: 

So I think having an organization that allows that to bub-
ble up, to go, we will listen to you if you have ideas, come 
tell me, you’re not gonna [sic] get laughed out of here, you 
may be naïve and I may need to tell you, well that doesn’t 
really work because of this, but if I at least set it so that 
you feel free to come tell me and we’ll talk about it and I’ll 
treat you like an adult and hear your idea, um, that’ll go a 
long ways.28 

Marines desire new ideas to come out of the organization in an 
attempt to improve operational efficiency. Marines are highly 
motivated to surface new ideas. This process typically occurs 
through the chain of command, and there appears to be variance 
in the extent to which commanders are receptive to new ideas: 

Whereas if it kind of trickles up through and some lance 
corporal tells the corporal who tells the staff sergeant, who 
tells the gunny, who tells the captain, who tells the major, 
who tells the colonel, and now you can get, you can get 
it that way too, you know. Some organizations foster that 
more than others I think.29

A key indicator for success is that the ideas must be demonstra-
bly good: 
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I’d say it’s definitely valued whenever you come up with 
a good idea. Whenever you come up with a pretty off the 
wall idea, you get some looks, but if you’re bringing a so-
lution and a viable solution, that you can actually walk 
people through and it makes sense, then yeah.30 

To the extent that Marines with good ideas can explain them in a 
logical and clear way to superiors, it increases the likelihood that 
the idea will be fed up the chain of command. 

In addition to demonstrability, ideas must be feasible and must 
do no harm: 

But yeah I don’t see why, I’m not gonna [sic] say every idea 
is a good idea, but I mean if they’re feasible or somewhat 
feasible, with maybe 1 or 2 things that seem kind hard, 
borderline impossible, I would take that on as a potential 
good idea, as long as there’s no imminent danger of death, 
I think that would be kind of a no go criteria on it, but 
yeah I wouldn’t be opposed to new ideas or finding better 
ideas or ways of doing things.31 

One of the mechanisms through which new ideas surface in the 
Marine Corps is through conferences: 

Okay, so my community they do annually [sic] do a meet-
ing that brings together the battalion commanders from 
both coasts [and] brings together the major leadership 
within our community. The whole idea behind it is to dis-
cuss contentious issues within the community and then 
also to promote new ideas, ways of thinking, how can we 
make the community better. That’s what it’s designed for.32 

These types of gatherings provide opportunities for Marines who 
would otherwise have little contact to share ideas in a structured 
way that can be communicated to superiors.

One process by which groups can overcome shared information 
bias is through the nominal group technique.33 This technique 
was developed as a means to spur the generation of new ideas 
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to solve creative problems. In this technique, a facilitator leads 
a team through a group discussion. First, the facilitator intro-
duces the purpose of the discussion (e.g., to share information 
the team members possess to generate possible solutions to a 
problem). Next, the facilitator invites team members to silently 
write down relevant information or ideas. This is done individu-
ally, without discussion between team members, so that social 
or conformance pressures do not bias the information that team 
members are willing to share. Third, participants share what they 
have written down with the rest of the team. This is recorded by 
the facilitator or by a team member. Fourth, participants discuss 
the information or ideas, with an emphasis on clarifying details. 
The presence of a facilitator to lead the discussion helps miti-
gate against the threat of personality or social pressures limit-
ing the contribution of individual team members. If the meeting 
is designed to solve a problem, team members then vote on a  
preferred solution.

COMMUNICATION NETWORKS

All teams have a communication network, defined by which 
members communicate with which other members. Communi-
cation networks range on a continuum from centralized, where 
one or a few members control much of the communication flow-
ing through the team, to decentralized, where the distribution of 
communication is equitable across members. For example, a dis-
tributed team of four that can communicate only by radio may 
have a centralized network where one member sits at the centre 
of the network and the other three members only communicate 
with that central member. Conversely, in a decentralized net-
work, all four members can communicate with one another. 

Research in team communication networks has considered 
which network structure is optimal for team performance.34 
Centralized structures tend to be beneficial for teams perform-
ing simple tasks that require the direct transmission of informa-
tion. Decentralized structures benefit teams performing complex 
tasks that require both the transfer and modification of informa-
tion prior to applying it to the task. 
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Communication networks in the Marine Corps are important 
for getting tasks done. One logistics officer noted that his com-
mander made great efforts to develop his network prior to a  
deployment to Afghanistan: 

Like the Colonel’s, the personalities drive a lot of interac-
tions, but he was able to bring – he went out to each MSE 
[major subordinate element], he went to division, he went 
to the wing, he went to logistics, and he went to the CG 
[commanding general] and he worked – he wasn’t the one 
that said hey come to my spot because the CG told me 
to do it, he actively sought to make sure all the logistics 
community, everybody that had anything in the logistics 
community, was involved and went to so many planning 
sessions before we went to Afghanistan. Once we got to 
Afghanistan it was just execute, but the four months prior 
to that was just painful.35

The same officer suggested that logistics in particular is impor-
tant, as networks foster trust: 

But that’s because you know, I trusted...the officer, we had 
a good bilateral and horizontal/vertical communication, 
like I think Okinawa we pretty much knew everybody  
because you work with each other so many times...the  
mobility officers [said] hey I got this, hey tell me – 6 weeks 
tops, you’ll have all your stuff back.36 

A different officer had similar thoughts: 

…cause in supply it’s really a relationship game, it’s who do 
you know, where can you get something from, it’s building 
those relationships so you may be just checking into a new 
unit, you know that the typical timelines for getting jobs 
done within the supply world, but you maybe don’t know 
the right people.37

Marine officers suggest that networks inspire cohesion, which is 
essential to accomplishing missions: 
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It was mission accomplishment. You were a group, you 
took care of each other, if you got drunk and passed out 
and left on the road, no one was gonna [sic] go, they were 
gonna [sic] take care of you, you weren’t gonna [sic] get in 
trouble because you were part of that group. Call it mafia, 
call it good old boys club, and there’s a lot of actual value I 
see in that type of organization.38

How can commanders influence communication networks to 
best adapt to change? One important factor is the nature of the 
task. Given previous research examining the influence of com-
munication networks on performance of different types of tasks, 
commanders could establish networks for the different tasks 
their units perform. For simple tasks that require the simple 
transmission of information, commanders could establish cen-
tralized networks. For complex tasks that require analysis or 
problem-solving, commanders could establish decentralized 
networks that afford team members the opportunity to commu-
nicate directly with one another. 

ORGANIZATIONAL ROUTINES 
Organizations frequently standardize work processes as routines. 
For example, an organization may instantiate a work process into 
a standard operating procedure that must be followed each time 
the task is performed. Such organizational routines are repeated, 
interdependent patterns of action.39 Routines enable organiza-
tions to experience stable performance on a task over repeated 
performances by storing successful prior performance in a set of 
procedures. 

Existing research on organizational routines suggest that rou-
tines can inhibit responses to change.40 There are several reasons 
for this. First, routines may trigger workers to think about new 
problems or change in the context of existing routines, creating 
inertia.41 This could lead workers to misapply old routines to new 
problems or to develop solutions to new problems with an over-
reliance on old solutions. Second, routines themselves are dif-
ficult to change.42 A focal routine exists within a broader ecology 
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of interdependent routines; a change in one routine may require 
change in many others. Third, organizations may be reluctant 
to move away from existing routines due to fears about losing 
legitimacy.43 Organizations frequently utilize routines that are 
considered “best practices” that their competitors or peers use. 
Shifting to a new routine or changing an existing routine could 
mean losing legitimacy in the eyes of customers or peers.

However, some evidence from interviews with Marine Corps 
officers suggests that routines could facilitate adaptation. A key 
mechanism officers identify is recombination or taking subcom-
ponents of existing routines in the organization and recombining 
them to create a new procedure. One logistics Marine described 
how his commander reverse-engineered a new procedure from 
existing procedures: 

So what he did was he reversed engineered that doctrine, 
said hey that’s going to be our order. So he had – he created 
a whole new procedures based on MPF [Maritime Prepo-
sitioning Force] operations based on his staff. He was one 
of the best examples I’ve seen where he used something 
in existence and reverse engineered it into something that 
was useful, in a new organization was created as a result 
of that, they did a lot of good stuff and you know, I think 
Marine Corps has got most of their stuff on time.44 

Other Marines describe the utility of using existing routines as a 
base on which to develop new solutions: 

I think that more times than not we work off of this shell. 
I’m a huge fan of five paragraph order, and the order struc-
ture that the marine structure teaches officers, because I 
believe it creates a very, very nice orderly structure –  
expected structure of organization of information. So I 
think most of the orders writing, the SOPs [standard op-
erating procedures], the TTPs [tactics, techniques and 
procedures], they fall in line with the five paragraph order 
as a shell.45 



I NTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES ON LEADING EFFECTIVELY           | 181

CHAPTER 8

Marines describe adapting existing routines to new contexts: 

Yeah, no, we’re always gonna [sic] try and find the clos-
est fit we can and start with that. A lot of plagiarism, no 
pride in ownership. And that’s a good thing because it’s 
tested and you know what you’re getting. What’s real nice 
is when somebody’s actually modified an SOP while they 
were using it, that’s – those are the ones you wanna [sic] 
get a hold of. It’s one thing to write an SOP and only a few 
people have read it and not really operating by it, because 
you’ve found that doesn’t work, so you sort of change on 
the way.46 

How can commanders structure routines to adapt? First, com-
manders can create an easily-searchable database of existing 
routines, with subcomponents identified. This might aid in re-
combination. Second, commanders can structure routines for 
interdependence, such that team members have an opportunity 
to work with one another and to see each other’s contributions 
to the task. Third, commanders can design routines such that 
team members have visibility into each of the routine’s subcom-
ponents. This will allow them to see the whole picture of how 
the task is completed which aids both recombination and TMS 
formation.

OTHER ORGANIZATIONAL MECHANISMS 
We have described several mechanisms at the level of the team 
that could influence the success of change initiatives. We have 
described some actions leaders can take to design team struc-
tures and environments for success. In this section, we describe 
some additional actions leaders can take to facilitate strategic 
change.

COMMANDER’S INTENT
Commander’s intent is a concept widely used in the United 
States and by western militaries, whereby a senior leader defines 
the parameters of a decision and a desired end-state. It provides 
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leaders with a mechanism through which to share mission de-
tails with subordinates and ensure continuity of operations in 
the event that communication is disrupted or the commander is 
incapable of continuing the operation.

Commander’s intent is an example of a mental model, a concept 
of what a task is and how it should be accomplished. The com-
mander may have a mental model of how he or she wishes to 
accomplish a mission, and by sharing this model in the form of a 
commander’s intent, a shared mental model is created.47 Shared 
mental models involve all members of a team having a shared 
understanding of a task and how it is to be accomplished, and 
they have been demonstrated to be positively related to perfor-
mance. 

The Marine Corps in particular leverages commander’s intent to 
achieve operational effectiveness. One Marine, a prior enlisted 
member that became an officer, remarked: 

One area that, as an organization as a whole, ...we do ...is 
commander’s intent and actually describing commander’s 
intent to Marines. So I was super unfamiliar with it as a 
junior enlisted Marine, I’m intimately familiar with it now, 
the principle is simple. It’s that I give you my end-state of 
what I need to happen and within the constraints of mo-
rality and ethics, if you need to make another decision that 
goes outside of the original plan, you’d have the author-
ity of that commander to make that decision. And I think 
that that’s, I think we could do more to make junior en-
listed [members] to understand that, but I think we work 
really hard to get that message across.48 

Thus, commander’s intent enables successful performance by 
providing Marines with boundaries for action, and by delegat-
ing decision authority to junior Marines in the service of accom-
plishing the mission. This delegation of authority to junior lead-
ers not only enables leaders closer to the work to make critical 
task decisions, but it also aids in training junior leaders for more 
senior roles.
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BOTTOM-UP LEADERSHIP
One implication of the concept of commander’s intent is that 
junior personnel are given decision authority. Organizations 
are heterogeneous in the extent to which they delegate decision 
authority. Some organizations retain decision control within a 
small group of senior managers, while others allow junior per-
sonnel to make critical operating decisions. 

The Marine Corps emphasizes integrating junior personnel into 
the decision-making process, partly through the mechanism of 
commander’s intent, and in part due to a culture of inclusion. 
One Marine noted, as part of his decision-making process: 

The other thing that I would always do is, I’d bring in the 
small unit leaders and get their input on what they thought 
was good what they thought was bad, and get some rec-
ommendations on how we could make things better. So 
that way that they, you know, they gotta [sic] be a part of it 
really is the way I looked at it. Cause [sic] it’s easier when 
it comes to buy in.49 

Not only does integrating junior leaders into the decision- 
making process incorporate their ideas, but it also allows ju-
nior leaders who are tasked with managing units feel that they 
have been included in the process and are more likely to support 
the decision. In Kotter’s description of change management, he  
argues that forming a powerful guiding coalition is important in 
instituting change.50 By integrating junior leaders, the command-
er creates a coalition of supporters who can then be charged with 
implementing aspects of a change or a plan.

Bottom-up leadership can also play a role in training the next 
generation of senior leaders. A Marine officer described his logic 
in delegating authority to junior Marines: 

Okay, I guess really the – what would you think of as the, 
as the youngest person in a public company or really a 
private company that would be given responsibility, life 
and death responsibility over taking care of somebody? 



 184 | FROM KNOWING TO DOING: 

UNITED STATES

The youngest. Like you’re probably thinking maybe 30, 
35 somewhere around there right? Well in the Marine 
Corps, you’re talking about a Corporal who’s maybe 20. 
So, like that’s entrusting someone with so much respon-
sibility, almost forced to step up to the plate. And I think 
that’s really the key, is decentralized leadership, they allow 
young people to make huge decisions that have really large 
impacts, and it’s not that they’re just allowing them out 
of happenstance, they’ve been trained to be able to make 
those decisions.51

The opportunity to make major decisions is rare for junior per-
sonnel in most organizations. By providing this authority to ju-
nior Marines, the Marine Corps enables these leaders to practice 
leadership and to develop their skills.

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS
In this chapter, we have described the importance of leadership 
in managing strategic change. We have provided insights from 
the management literature on ways that leaders can influence 
team dynamics that affect the efficacy of team performance and 
the success of implementing change. We have focused on the 
United States Marine Corps, drawing on archival and interview 
evidence to support the idea that leaders play a substantial role 
in team efficacy. 

Marines have a strategic approach to leadership that is derived 
from their ethos and core organizational characteristics. Marine 
strategic leadership assists and enables some of the team dynam-
ics discussed above for at least three reasons.

First, Marine leadership recognizes the centrality of people be-
fore technology, tactics and strategy. It emphasizes the skills, 
training, and experience embedded in Marine Corps personnel, 
and views individual competencies as the building blocks for 
unit and organizational performance. Thus, Marine leadership 
not only emphasizes careful attention to understanding indi-
vidual skills, but also developing junior Marines and providing 
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them with opportunities to grow. This is exemplified by one 
of Commandant Gray’s principles of leadership: “Do the most 
you can for as many as you can for as long as you can.”52 Marine 
development emphasizes developing leaders from the first day 
Marines enter basic training. Marines are trained to not blindly 
follow orders; even though instant obedience to orders is an es-
sential element of training, Marines are taught to think about 
their orders in the broader context of the operation and the unit. 
Marines remark that generating new ideas is one of the reasons 
that young Marines are given so much responsibility: 

For every time that you wanna [sic], a young 24 year old 
guy who’s got this, he’s fresh, he’s young, he’s energetic, 
which is why the Marine Corps calls on and gives so much 
responsibility a lot of times to young officers more than 
any other service again, is because they’re young, they’re 
ready, ...they’re caring for the institution’s core values in 
the form of fresh new ideas and energy that another guy 
who’s older can’t.53 

The Marine Corps as an institution appears receptive to new 
ideas in this way. Having leaders and stories about previous 
leaders demonstrating an open-mindedness to new ideas helps 
transmit those values to young Marines. Young marines entering 
their profession and life as Marines embrace and become part of 
this tradition.

Second, the Marine Corps evolved a set of organizational struc-
tures and processes to support “strategic leadership.” The Marine 
Corps achieves this through the mechanism of commander’s 
intent, and pushing down decision authority to junior leaders. 
The Marine Corps has been fortunate to have had leaders who 
are less interested in leading in their own way, as often seen in 
business organizations, but who recognize the need to build 
on the work of previous leaders after considering the changing  
elements of the organization to stay adaptive.

Third, the Marine Corps evolved and embedded into its core 
ethos, culture, and processes a timeless strategic mindset of be-
ing adaptive. For instance, the foundational document govern-
ing Marine Corps doctrine is FMFM-1, a document outlining 
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“maneuver philosophy.” Adaptiveness is built into the doctrine 
of maneuver warfare as a key element of leadership that com-
manders must consider when developing plans. 

In sum, the Marine Corps evolved a set of organizational practic-
es and ways of thinking that promote adaptiveness. This did not 
occur by chance, but by a guiding vision and proactive strategic 
leadership describing how to evolve, and the efforts of leaders 
who were able to sense and utilize hot group mindsets inside and 
outside the organization to spark the strategic renewal needed.

This chapter suggests several implications for leaders of teams. 
First, leaders should pay attention to the dynamics of the teams 
they manage. Teams play a major role in accomplishing work in 
military organizations, and organizations more generally. Teams 
vary in their effectiveness, and they also vary in their character-
istics. Leaders who manage multiple teams have an even greater 
burden, as they must characterize the dynamics of all the teams 
for which they have responsibility.

Second, our chapter suggests that leaders can take concrete steps 
to influence the dynamics of the teams they manage. Leaders 
play a major role in determining the team’s climate, its commu-
nication structure, its use of routines, and other important char-
acteristics that influence not only performance, but the team’s 
ability to implement strategic change. Thus, leaders are advised 
to consider how their decisions will affect these dynamics. Lead-
ers are also advised to carefully consider decisions that may 
improve team dynamics, depending on the team’s composition  
and task.

Although we have emphasized evidence from the United States 
Marine Corps, we suggest that there may be much to learn about 
team dynamics from the study of other military organizations. 
Military organizations are generally similar in structure and 
operations. Despite heterogeneity across branches and units, 
the fundamental principles of team performance still apply 
across contexts. Thus, scholars and practitioners could give deep  
consideration to evidence from other military organizations. 
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CHAPTER 9

CRITICAL THINKING IN MILITARY  
OPERATIONS: IS IT NECESSARY  

OR OPTIONAL?
S. Hartati R-Suradijono, PhD*

INTRODUCTION
This chapter aims to examine the role of critical thinking in 
military operations. The assumption is that critical thinking is 
challenging in military establishments where uniformity, order, 
obedience and hierarchical focus are highly rewarded. Thus, the 
learning environment tends to be very structured and top-down, 
which creates a learning culture that limits the freedom of ex-
pression between professors and students, and subsequently hin-
ders the growth of critical thinking skills.

Research has revealed that critical thinking has a statistically sig-
nificant effect on decision outcomes.1 Problem-solving is a cru-
cial outcome of some forms of decision-making and the ability 
to solve a problem is inherent to critical thinking. In relation to 
military officers, Newman2 stated:

... general culture of the mind is the best aid to profes-
sional and scientific study, and educated men can do what 
an illiterate cannot; and the man who has learned to think 
and to reason and to compare and to discriminate and to 
analyse ... will not indeed at once be a lawyer ... or a sol-
dier, but he will be placed in that state of intellect in which 
he can take up any of the sciences or callings …  with an 
ease, a grace, a versatility, and a success, to which another 
is a stranger.

* The views expressed in this chapter are those of the author and do not necessarily  
reflect those of the Universitas Indonesia or the Indonesia Defence University.
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This chapter will start by providing a brief description of critical 
thinking, defined as an attempt to achieve the desired outcome 
by reasoning in a goal-oriented fashion.  It will then discuss its 
relationship to decision-making and military performance.  Fi-
nally, it will end with advice on how to foster critical thinking.

CRITICAL THINKING
Critical thinking is the skill of levitating what is subconscious 
in our reasoning to the level of conscious recognition. It is a 
way of taking control of our thinking processes to understand 
the pathway and inputs that our thinking employs. Most people 
consider themselves to be critical thinkers. Unfortunately, this 
quality of thinking does not come naturally, and our education 
system does not necessarily fill the gap. Critical thinking comes 
with progression and a learning process.

Over the last several decades, there has been an upsurge in  
the amount of research on the subject of critical thinking  
which has brought about a significant change in the definition  
of critical thinking. The two primary academic disciplines 
of philosophy and psychology were at the root of this work.3  
Subsequently, a third approach within the field of education 
emerged.4 All three approaches provide different definitions 
of critical thinking that reflect their respective standpoints,5  
but experts would agree that critical thinking involves an  
attempt to achieve the desired outcome by reasoning in a goal- 
oriented fashion. The process of reasoning involves an analysis  
of the inputs (e.g., information, assumptions and biases) that 
form part of the reasoning, as well as the outputs (e.g., deci-
sions, assumptions and biases) that result from the reasoning.6 
The premise is that to become a critical thinker is to become an  
active critic of one’s own thinking.

Beside the conative aspect, Huitt proposes that other elements 
such as belief, behaviour and context play an essential role in 
the critical thinking process (see Figure 9.1).7 The model sug-
gests that critical thinking is triggered by a stimulus that presents 
an argument or proposition that must be evaluated. Then, for 
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critical thinking processes to take place, an affective disposition 
to use critical thinking must be activated. Consequently, a pre-
viously held belief is confirmed, or a new belief is established 
as a component of declarative memory in its semantic form, 
and there may well be episodic information associated with it. 
Further, the images or visualizations formed (or remembered) 
as part of the critical thinking process stimulates an affective 
disposition and conative components of goal-setting and self-
regulation to develop and implement a plan of action. Actions 
taken result in feedback from the environment and an increase 
in procedural knowledge, which then develops as new learning. 
This new learning is available for further corrective action or a 
new situation that subsequently requires new critical thinking.

CRITICAL
THINKING

Establishing
New Belief

External 
Stimulus

Confirm Previously
Held Belief

Develop Procedural
Knowledge

Feedback from Environment

Declarative
Knowledge

Action
Conative
to Take
Action

Attitude 
to Take 
Action

Attitude 
to Think 
Critically

Figure 9.1. Huitt’s model of critical thinking8

Huitt’s model reinforces Halpern’s assertion that critical thinking 
comprises learned skill sets or cognitive strategies (e.g., problem- 
solving strategies, applying probabilities) as well as dispositions 
towards engaging in the thinking process.9 Paul and Elder fur-
ther added an ethical dimension by saying “…critical thinkers 
strive to be fair-minded, use higher-order thinking in an ethi-
cally responsible manner.”10 

To better understand how the ethical dimension relates to the 
orchestration of the critical-thinking process, Paul and Elder  
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divided the thinking process into three interrelated dimensions:  
structure of thought, standards for thinking, and ethics.11 Struc-
ture of thought is also referred to as “elements of reason” where 
the process of concluding or reasoning takes place. The structure 
of thought consist of eight elements of reason:  purpose; the ques-
tion at issue; a point of view; information; concepts; assumptions 
and bias; inferences; and implications and consequences. The 
relationships between these elements are non-linear; there are 
no clear boundaries between the elements. The thought process 
occurs in combination with the eight elements whereby every 
element is present no matter what the quality of one’s reasoning. 
For example, when thinking, we start with a purpose within a 
point of view based on assumptions, leading to implications and 
consequences. Data, facts, and experiences are gathered to make 
inferences and judgments, based on concepts and theories to  
answer a question or solve a problem. 

To produce a good thinking result, Paul and Elder further pro-
posed the thought processes with its eight elements of reason-
ing should be assessed on the basis of nine quality standards of 
thinking (i.e., their second dimension):  clarity, relevance, logi-
cal, accuracy, depth, significance, precision, breadth, and fair-
ness.12 It is through the analysis and assessment of thinking that 
critical thinking occurs. Several experts call the assessment of 
thinking as metacognition.13

The third dimension of ethics is vital to the practice of critical 
thinking skill. Several lines of research revealed that, in gener-
al, intellectual skills could be used to serve two opposing goals:  
self-centredness or fair-mindedness. To Paul and Elder, a strong 
critical thinker should strive to be fair-minded, where think-
ing is used in an ethically responsible manner.14 Moreover, to 
be a fair-minded thinker, one needs an “inter-related and inter- 
dependent states of mind” or “characteristics of mind” which 
are intellectual humility, intellectual courage, intellectual empa-
thy, intellectual integrity, intellectual perseverance, confidence 
in reason, and intellectual autonomy.15 In other words, achiev-
ing a genuinely fair-minded state of mind is challenging be-
cause it requires one to be simultaneously intellectually humble,  
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courageous, empathetic, honest, perseverant, confident in rea-
son, and autonomous.  

In sum, active critical thinkers are said to be those individuals 
who “engage in comprehensive, flexible thinking” and “gener-
ate good alternatives, design something new and successfully 
plan and implement.”16 This deep level of engagement and com-
prehension as practiced by critical thinkers is a form of higher- 
order thinking, exemplified by decision-making.17

CRITICAL THINKING AND DECISION-MAKING
In relating critical thinking to decision-making, Helsdingen and 
colleagues found that critical thinking has a statistically signifi-
cant effect on decision outcomes.18 The process of creating mul-
tiple solutions to problems, examining decision-making prefer-
ences and practices, and becoming self-aware of the hindrances 
to effective decision-making, including the presence of biases, 
false assumptions, myths, and faulty paradigms, are some of the 
activities performed by critical thinkers that increases the qual-
ity of decision outcomes.19  

However, the decision never takes place in a vacuum. No deci-
sion can be made which is free of the contextual influences of 
historical events, situational demands or individual capacity.20 
Time pressures are another influencing factor, as it can affect the 
quality of decision-making by forcing social actors to simplify 
their decision tasks, and overemphasize negative information, 
which in turn can lead to decisions that are more cautious.21 Al-
ternately, it is possible that the increasing pressure of complex 
situations will force people to make – or not make – particular 
decisions.22

Regrettably, in today’s world, decisions are to a great extent made 
within a context that can be characterized as time-pressured, dy-
namic and uncertain. Decision-makers can have inadequate ac-
cess to information when a situation is new, or may have too 
much information but not enough time to process it. In a mili-
tary context, for example, the environment is increasingly char-
acterized by threats that are both diffuse and uncertain, where 
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conflict is inherently unpredictable, and rapid, unpredictable 
change occurs in many directions. It is an environment marked 
by volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity (VUCA).23

In this VUCA environment, it is vital that decision-makers or 
strategic leaders be quick-witted to ascertain which decision 
features are most critical to the issue to be solved; be prudent 
to pinpoint and select options incorporating information from 
a diversity of sources, and be highly perceptive to discover pat-
terns, connections, and cause-effect relations.24 The thinking 
process will then reflect cognitive flexibility, adaptability and the 
ability to make a quick and precise (zero fault) decisions through 
non-linear thinking.25 Non-linear thinkers tend to expand their 
thinking in multiple directions, rather than just one, based on 
the concept that there are various starting points from which 
one can apply logic to a problem. The non-linear thinkers usu-
ally attend to internal feelings, impressions and sensations, and 
process information using intuition, creativity and insight. This 
is in contrast to linear thinking individuals who prefer to attend 
to external, tangible data and facts, and who process informa-
tion using conscious logic and rational thinking.26 Therefore, 
in going through the thinking process, critical thinkers as 
non-linear thinkers are perceived able to think outside the 
lines (i.e., “outside the box”) and sometimes use unorthodox 
methods to solve problems.27 

CRITICAL THINKING AND MILITARY  
PERFORMANCE 
How can critical thinking improve military performance? In  
today’s world, the changes in international power balances  
increase the frequency of low-intensity conflicts, resulting in 
an escalation of counter-terrorism actions and widening of the  
range of peacekeeping tasks. Military officers are compelled to 
respond to non-combat or not-active combat conditions, such  
as peace enforcement, stabilization, civil support missions, 
counterinsurgency, counterterrorism, and humanitarian relief 
operations in a potentially hostile environment. These situations 
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are characterized by unexpected and changing danger, avoid-
ance of civilian casualties, and restrictive but variable rules of 
engagement which need effective communications and detailed 
intelligence gathering.

To operate efficiently in this VUCA environment, critical think-
ing skills are essential.28,29 In 2013, critical thinking was explic-
itly identified as one of the six desired leadership attributes for 
officers.30 It was further acknowledged that the performance of 
effective leadership and problem solving required the very skills 
and attributes that comprise strong critical thinking.31,32

Military leaders often find themselves in situations that show 
little similarity to conflict situations they have previously en-
countered or learned. In addition, the information supplied to 
a battle commander is always imperfect, frequently incorrect, 
and at times misleading.33 In such circumstances, original so-
lutions that are the product of critical thinking are crucial to 
success.34 Fisher, Spiker and Riedel35 found the use of critical 
thinking skills to evaluate battlefield information in complicated 
and stressful situations, where knowledge is incomplete and un-
certain, increases the tactical decisions’ effectiveness. Further-
more, the use of critical thinking in the execution phase of battle 
becomes more crucial compared to the planning phase because 
events rarely occur according to plan, and the dynamic nature of 
battle demands that officers utilize high-quality thinking skills 
to process information that may be needed for a reassessment of 
the situation and changes to strategy.  

In summary, battle command is a field in which critical thinking 
is vital to performance. For effective battle command, the use 
of critical thinking to assess battlefield information is essential, 
since military leaders’ final solutions to battle command prob-
lems must be effective, yet not be predictable. Leaders cannot 
merely base their battle plans on familiar battlefield patterns; 
they must think through and integrate a massive amount of in-
formation. Therefore, clear, logical thinking, or critical thinking, 
is at the centre point of military leadership, not just for com-
manders at all echelon ranks, but also for staff officers who are 
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accountable for summarizing large quantities of information 
from various sources and producing recommendations for the 
commander.36

FOSTERING CRITICAL THINKING
For many people, the attainment or use of these different think-
ing skills may appear overwhelming. Admittedly, it is difficult 
to engage in higher order thinking in some situations as a re-
sult of pre-existing institutional or intellectual obstacles such as 
those found in military institutions.37 In military establishments, 
where uniformity, order, obedience and hierarchical focus are 
highly rewarded, non-linear thinking is challenging.38 However, 
it has been suggested that with practice and guidance, critical 
thinking skills can be learned, and thinkers can become empow-
ered to be genuinely innovative in their thought processes.39 

The role of education or training in critical thinking skills de-
velopment is evident in studies of a range of professions such 
as nursing,40 law enforcement,41 engineering,42 administration,43 
and pharmacology.44 However, the current chapter will focus 
on increasing the critical thinking ability of decision-makers in 
VUCA environments. 

Bazerman, in his study of law enforcement professionals, argued 
that effective decision-making was often obstructed by biases, 
false assumptions, myths and faulty paradigms.45 Therefore, he 
suggested that it is essential for decision-makers to learn how 
to overcome prejudices. Phillips and Burrell offer several ways 
to minimize biases in the decision-making process, to include:46

• Defeating the first thought that there is only one “right so-
lution” to the organizational predicament.

• Removing mental blocks in the form of biases, myths and 
false assumptions.

• Stopping to think before acting; not making quick deci-
sions without the benefit of data and variable evaluation.
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• Focusing on the organization’s goals and values before 
making a significant decision by questioning if the ideal 
outcome is in line with the mission and values.

• Marking down all the positive and negative factors for and 
against taking a particular sequence of action.

• Obtaining ideas and feedback from others.

• Determining urgencies by asking about the essential ele-
ments.

• Examining for the chance in any decision.

• Generating decisions with an insight that the variables and 
situations can change.

• Transforming the flow of action if the approach is not 
working.

• Not making decisions by only looking backward.

• Looking ahead to the future with hope and optimism.

Other studies that explore decision-making in VUCA envi-
ronments suggest a non-rational or “bottom-up” approach to 
overcome bias, which includes mindfulness, intuition, wisdom, 
organizational space and social improvisation.47 According to 
Robinson, Sinclair, Tobias and Choi, mindfulness refers to pres-
ent-moment, non-judgmental awareness of internal and external 
phenomena where deliberate attention plays a significant role in 
increasing awareness of the different perspectives experienced. 
Intuition is understood as direct knowing without any use of 
conscious reasoning; it is an ability to process subconsciously or 
directly access information without engaging the rational mind. 
The intuitive mechanism is usually activated in fast-paced, am-
biguous or uncertain situations when there is no (or limited) ac-
cess to adequate information or time to process it. Wisdom is 
seen as a higher-order insight available for complex, dynamic 
and uncertain issues. It is an intuitive imagination aimed at gen-
erating ideas via metaphors, and using mindfulness to enhance 
receptivity to conflicting information.48 Organizational space 
refers to the organizational context where decision-making  
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occurs. Within the corporate context with time pressures, the act 
of improvisation in the form of “spontaneous, intuition-guided 
action” emerges. Thus, these five perspectives overlap and relate 
to one other in multiple ways, each offering a unique contribu-
tion to handling the fluid, ambiguous and continuously chang-
ing environment.49 However, through theoretical explorations, 
Robinson and colleagues concluded that mindfulness is central 
to all examined processes because it helps the individual mind to 
introspect and focus attention, which are necessary conditions 
for accessing intuition, wisdom and social improvisation.50 In 
other words, they revealed that with the activation of mindful-
ness, decision-makers would be less biased and less reliant on 
heuristics. Accordingly, the critical thinking process is more as-
sured to be thorough.

Several studies show that the state of mindfulness can be reached 
through the practice of meditation for individuals, or induced at 
a collective level through non-meditative processes and routines, 
such as with self-awareness and situational awareness and the 
ability to pause before reacting.51 In the book How Can Decision 
Making be Improved? Milkman, Chugh, and Bazerman suggested 
several practical ways to reduce bias in decision-making:52

• Removing oneself mentally from a specific situation and 
taking an outsider’s perspective during the decision- 
making process has been shown to decrease decision-
maker’s self-confidence regarding their knowledge.

• Asking genuine outsiders for their views regarding a  
decision.

• Considering the opposite of whatever decision is about to 
be made, which helps to refrain from decision biases such 
as overconfidence, the hindsight bias and anchoring.

• Having groups rather than individuals make decisions and 
making people accountable for their decisions.

Within the context of small-unit combat activities in the military 
operating in a VUCA environment, it is argued that several skills 
can be used for each situation.53 
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• Volatile situations require leaders to have a vision and the 
ability to communicate clearly and to ensure that their  
intent is understood.

• Uncertain conditions necessitate an ability to stop, look 
and listen to get a fresh perspective. This flexibility will 
help leaders understand the volatility.

• Complex situations can be diffused with clarity, the delib-
erate process to make sense of chaos rather than seek per-
manent solutions. This requires demonstrating teamwork 
along with collaboration skills. 

• Ambiguous situations can be countered with agility, the 
ability to communicate across the organization and to 
move quickly to apply solutions. This requires the ability 
to listen well and think divergently.

All four elements – vision, understanding, clarity and agility – 
are intertwined and not mutually restricted in the VUCA world.

CONCLUSION
Solving a problem is a crucial outcome of some forms of decision 
making.54 The practice of problem solving occurs, in general, 
through three stages:  recognition, course of action selection and 
outcome evaluation. Therefore, the ability to solve a problem is 
inherent to critical thinking. The way in which individuals think 
about a problem has a significant impact on the decisions that 
they make,55 as individuals who are taught critical thinking skills 
are less likely to make decision mistakes caused by everyday  
occurrences such as confirmation bias.56 

In a VUCA world, where decisions must be made quickly in 
complex and ambiguous situations with incomplete or unavail-
able data, decision makers are challenged to find new ways to 
produce sound decisions, free from biases. These VUCA situa-
tions are unavoidable for military officers performing their du-
ties. Studies showed that solving problems in this complex, cha-
otic and inherently unpredictable environment requires leaders 
to demonstrate critical thinking skill and proficiency in all three 
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aspects: conative, belief and behaviour.57 This model is supported 
by studies that found effective decision-making is impeded by 
false assumptions, myths and faulty paradigm, suggesting that 
it is essential for decision-makers to learn how to overcome 
prejudices. Mindfulness is central to the critical thinking pro-
cess since it will evoke the individual mind to introspect and  
focus attention which are necessary conditions for accessibility to  
intuition, wisdom and social improvisation.58 
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CHAPTER 10

BUILDING EFFECTIvE COMMAND 
TEAMS: BRIDGING LEADERS’  

KNOW-DO GAP
Eileen Ang, MS*

INTRODUCTION
The Singapore Armed Forces (SAF) defines leadership as “a pro-
cess of influencing people to accomplish the mission, inspire 
their commitment and improve the organisation.”1 Consequent-
ly, leadership is inextricably linked to building and maintaining 
effective teams. The increasing spectrum of military operations, 
coupled with the complex nature of missions, requires knowl-
edge, skills and abilities beyond those of an individual.2 Mission 
success thus relies heavily on the leader’s ability to bring knowl-
edge, skills and experience together in effective teams. Moreover, 
for military teams, where soldiers rely on one another and deci-
sions may affect matters of life or death, it is critical for teams to 
function at the highest level.

Recognizing the need for effective teams, the SAF has imple-
mented initiatives and training to equip leaders with the rele-
vant knowledge and skills to build and maintain teams, as well 
as processes that would enable leaders to apply what they have 
learned in the workplace. This chapter examines the theories 
and processes the SAF has endeavoured to apply to help leaders 
build and lead their command teams more effectively. First, it 
will discuss the need for team interventions. Second, it will cover 
the team-related information and theories provided to leaders. 
Third, it will explain the SAF’s processes to enhance command 

* The views expressed in this chapter are those of the author and do not necessarily  
reflect those of the Singapore Armed Forces.
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team effectiveness. Finally, the chapter will conclude with an 
overview of the evaluation efforts for these processes. 

THE NEED FOR TEAM INTERvENTIONS
Teams are a ubiquitous feature in today’s organizations. Despite 
this, studies have shown teams fail more often than not,3 and 
the actual experience of being in a team is not always positive.4 
Various researchers have put forth different models or reasons 
to explain why teams fail. For example, Lencioni proposed five 
dysfunctions of a team: absence of trust among team members, 
fear of conflict in the team, lack of commitment, avoidance of 
accountability among team members, and inattention to re-
sults.5 Beckhard also argued that teams would fail if they lack 
any of these four conditions: clear goals, clear roles, suitable pro-
cesses and healthy interactions.6 A common theme appears to 
be the presence of dysfunctional team relationships or dynam-
ics. Newly formed teams usually consist of people with different 
personalities, attitudes and experiences. They may hold different 
expectations of standards and their roles in the team or possess 
different implicit assumptions about the team’s operating con-
text.7 If these differences are not addressed or resolved, they may 
lead to conflicts or unhealthy team dynamics. 

Moreover, the volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous envi-
ronment that the SAF operates in today suggests there are rarely 
definite answers or fixed ways of doing things. Just as individu-
als need to be adaptive and responsive, teams also need to con-
tinuously improve or adapt through sharing of knowledge and 
alignment of insights among team members.8 This is particularly 
important for command teams where mission success depends 
on the team’s ability to plan, learn and outsmart adversaries.9 

Thus, the SAF has implemented structured and deliberate team 
interventions to mitigate the risk of command teams underper-
forming and, more importantly, to increase their effectiveness. 
The following sections will cover the interventions by addressing 
what leaders are equipped to know about teams and what leaders 
are enabled to do about teams. 
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WHAT LEADERS KNOW ABOUT TEAMS
At appropriate courses throughout their military careers, leaders 
are educated on concepts related to teams and team effectiveness. 

TEAM TYPOLOGY 

The SAF has adopted Tannenbaum et al.’s definition of a team: “a 
distinguishable set of two or more people who interact dynami-
cally, interdependently, and adaptively toward a common and 
valued goal, who have been assigned specific roles or functions 
to perform, and who have a limited lifespan of membership.”10 
This definition captures three essential characteristics of teams:  
multiple individuals, interdependent action and a shared goal. 

Teams operate in different contexts and exist for different 
purposes, such as decision-making, problem-solving, deci-
sion execution or learning. The SAF has identified six types of 
teams.11 Command teams are involved in planning and decision- 
making at different levels of an organization. Management teams 
are staff department teams supporting planning and decision- 
making, and they coordinate and direct sub-units to align them 
to higher organizational goals. Action teams are basic units that 
execute the decisions of their command teams. Work teams ex-
ecute the decisions of the management teams (e.g., branches of 
staff departments), and their main function is to generate prod-
ucts and services as directed by the management teams. Project 
teams are typically cross-functional teams that carry out defined, 
specialized and time-limited tasks, and they usually disband af-
ter achieving their intended outcomes. Finally, peer teams are 
formed in a learning context to carry out particular tasks with 
no formally assigned leader. 

TEAM EFFECTIVENESS MODEL

The effectiveness of these six team types depends on different 
factors. However, it is possible to generalize a common set of 
factors that determines the effectiveness of all teams. Using the 
classic input-process-output framework12 adopted by many team 
researchers, the SAF has developed a model to show the criteria 
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for team effectiveness and the factors that affect the achievement 
of those criteria (see Figure 10.1).13 This model serves as an orga-
nizing heuristic that helps focus SAF leaders’ efforts to improve 
team effectiveness.

INPUT PROCESS OUTPUT

Individual-level Inputs
- Mental abilities
- Attitudes
- Values and beliefs
- Personality
- Knowledge and skills
- Physical attributes
- Demographics

Team Dynamics
- Team communication
- Positive team orientation
- High level of mutual trust
- High level of team self-correction
- Networked boundary spanning 

capability

Outputs
- Can be about quality or 

quantity
- Depend on goals and  

tasks of teams

Consequences on Team 
Members
- Can be high satisfaction  

or morale levels

Enhancement of Team 
Capabilities
- Can be enhanced efficacy, 

team competencies, 
members' willingness to 
remain in team

Team Cognition
- High level of team situation 

awareness
- Collective understanding of leader's 

intent
- Aligned team mental models
- Optimal collective sense-making
- Collective understanding of higher 

level direction
Organizational-level 
Inputs
- Culture

Team-level Inputs
- Team size
- Team task

Figure 10.1.  The SAF’s Team Effectiveness Model14

Input describes antecedent factors that enable or constrain 
members’ interactions.15 They include individual-level, team-
level and organizational-level factors. Individual-level inputs 
consist of the attributes and characteristics required of a person 
to perform a particular job, such as personality, values and be-
liefs. Team-level inputs include the team size16 and team tasks,17 
while organizational-level inputs include aspects such as the  
organizational culture.

Process describes members’ interactions directed towards task 
attainment. They relate to how members combine individual re-
sources, knowledge and skills to achieve their tasks.18 Two broad 
categories of factors underpin team processes. The first category, 
team dynamics, refers to social influences within the team which 
forms the foundation for team cognition development. The 
second category, team cognition, refers to the team’s collective 
thinking process and the way it makes decisions.19 

Output describes the end-products of team activities. A com-
mon view of an effective team is one that manages to complete its 



I NTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES ON LEADING EFFECTIVELY           | 209

CHAPTER 10

tasks or attain its goals,20 but this is an overly narrow definition 
that neglects areas related to teamwork. Instead, team effective-
ness has to be multifaceted, and a team is deemed effective only 
if it achieves three interrelated criteria.21 First, the team’s output 
must meet the expectations of its stakeholders or senior lead-
ers. Second, there must be positive consequences for team mem-
bers’ attitudes and feelings towards the team. Third, the team 
members’ ability to work well together in the future must be en-
hanced. Therefore, a team will not be considered effective if it 
achieves its goals at the expense of team members’ relationships. 

DEvELOPMENTAL STAGES OF TEAMS
To describe the life cycle of teams, the SAF uses Tuckman’s model 
of group development.22 Although the model was created to de-
scribe group development, it can also be applied to teams. Most 
teams develop through five stages: Forming, Storming, Norm-
ing, Performing and Adjourning. Team issues may arise at differ-
ent stages. Not all teams go through these stages of development 
in a sequential order; some may skip stages while others may get 
stuck at a stage if they have not worked through earlier, more 
foundational issues. Nonetheless, the stages provide a useful 
guide to leaders on the developmental patterns that teams tend 
to go through, and may also suggest appropriate interventions.

WHAT LEADERS DO ABOUT TEAMS 
A major component of effective training is the ability of partici-
pants to apply the knowledge or skills gained during the training 
to their work. While participants may have acquired the relevant 
knowledge, research on transfer of training suggests they may 
not necessarily apply what they have learned on the job.23 Fac-
tors such as lack of support from management and colleagues, 
and insufficient opportunities to apply their learning have been 
commonly found to deter participants from skill application 
at their workplaces. To this end, the SAF has implemented the 
Command Effectiveness Process (CEP), which not only helps to 
enhance command team effectiveness, but would also bridge any 
potential gap between leaders’ knowledge and skill application. 
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COMMAND EFFECTIvENESS PROCESS 
CEP is a SAF leadership development process that systematizes 
and accelerates new command teams’ development and enhances 
heir effectiveness.24 It is designed to help the leader prepare for 
command, seek alignment between the higher headquarters 
and the unit’s mission, and build an effective command team. A 
guidebook on CEP, which covers the four key phases, concepts 
and principles, is provided to all new command team leaders for 
their reference.25  The CEP consists of the following four phases.

Phase I:  Individual Learning. This phase takes place before the 
leader takes command of the unit or team. It involves individual 
preparation by the leader on his/her command philosophy, com-
mand action plan and individual development action plan. 

Phase II:  Peer Learning. This phase involves peer learning and 
allows leaders to sharpen their command philosophies and  
command action plans through discussion with their peers. 

Phase III:  Command Team Building. The team effectiveness 
concepts are operationalized in this phase. This phase involves 
the leader setting aside dedicated time for the command team 
to come together to discuss and agree on key deliverables. The 
phase typically starts by having team members learn more about 
each other’s backgrounds and behavioural preferences. This is 
followed by discussions of the unit’s vision, mission and tasks, 
which would provide clarity to the command team on what is 
expected of the unit. Having a clear and commonly agreed upon 
vision is important. The leader’s role is to set the right tone at the 
start and maintain team members’ commitment and enthusiasm 
for the vision. Subsequently, discussions structured around team 
members’ roles, work norms and desired relationships will fol-
low. Such discussions allow the command team to put in place 
collective, mutually accountable expectations about teamwork 
which will help to improve team dynamics. 

Phase IV:  Command Team Review. This phase involves the com-
mand team coming together at a later stage to review their prog-
ress, outputs, and discuss the way ahead. As part of this review, 
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the command team undertakes a team diagnostic instrument 
that is based on the team effectiveness model. The findings high-
light the command team’s current strengths and areas for devel-
opment, providing valuable information on the command team’s 
processes and developmental stage to the leader. The leader may 
choose to focus on specific aspects that warrant further attention 
during this phase.

INFLUENCE OF LEADERSHIP DEvELOPMENT 
BELIEFS
Beyond the formal institutionalized process of CEP, command 
team leaders’ attitudes and behaviours towards their team mem-
bers can also be shaped by four beliefs that underlie leadership 
development in the SAF. The first belief is that there are three 
ways to learn leadership:  through experiential on-the-job assign-
ments (70%), through feedback or coaching from others (20%), 
and through formal courses and training (10%).26 The command 
team leader may choose to accept challenging or novel tasks or 
provide team coaching to develop the team. The second belief 
is that leaders need to act as good role models as every moment 
can be a role-modelling moment.27 In turn, leaders may expect 
his/her command team to serve as good role models for the rest 
of the unit. The third belief is that every soldier can be a leader.28 

Relatedly, the fourth belief is that it is the leaders’ responsibility 
to develop leaders. These beliefs may translate to the command 
team leader having expectations for team members to take on 
the responsibility to develop others in the team or unit. 

EvALUATION EFFORTS
With the CEP, new leaders of SAF command teams are better po-
sitioned to apply what they have learned to enhance their teams’ 
effectiveness. This is supported by findings from formal evalua-
tion efforts after each command team completes its last phase. 
Survey findings showed that the CEP has been generally well re-
ceived. An impact study was recently conducted to evaluate and 
validate the timing, structure and outcomes of CEP. Examina-
tion of qualitative and quantitative data revealed consistent and 
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high levels of positive endorsement from both leaders and team 
members for various aspects of CEP, indicating strong support 
for the utility of CEP.

CONCLUSION
One of the foremost tasks of a military leader is to ensure that 
his/her team can exceed the sum of each team member’s indi-
vidual best to accomplish the mission. To do so, there is a need 
for leaders to know what effective teams look like, the journey 
they take, and what makes them effective. More importantly, 
leaders must apply what they know and engage in a disciplined 
and systematic effort to build and maintain effective teams to 
achieve mission success. Given the promising evaluative data, 
the SAF’s CEP could serve as a model for other military services 
to enhance their leaders’ ability to develop and increase the  
effectiveness of their teams.  
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CHAPTER 11

LEADERSHIP FROM THE EDGE:   
A CHALLENGE FOR AFRICA

Gideon A.J. van Dyk, PhD*

INTRODUCTION
Conflict and war in Africa is, and will remain, complex, dynamic 
and multidimensional.1 The industrial colonization process, 
where foreign countries such as Great Britain, the United States, 
France, Germany, Russia and China competed for land in  
Africa, has changed; now mineral resources in the ground and 
fish resources in the oceans of African states are targeted.2 These 
international actors are fueling the conflict and wars in Africa 
by seeking to exploit resources such as oil in South Sudan, the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), Nigeria and Congo-
Brazzaville; diamonds in Sierra Leone and Angola; timber in 
Liberia and Guinea; and copper, chromium and coltan from 
Central Africa.3 The characteristics of the circumstances and the 
nature of the wars in countries like Nigeria, Somalia, Mali and 
DRC are complex, politically loaded and financially complicated. 
In this regard, the African Union (AU) decided to establish an 
African Standby Force (ASF) of 25,000 soldiers to protect the 
sovereignty of the African continent.

The nature of war has changed, as described by some scholars, 
from conventional war to peacekeeping operations to ‘new wars’ 
or ‘irregular warfare.’4 Conventional warfare manifests in vari-
ous ways, such as state-on-state conflict, regional conventional 
warfare, continental conventional warfare and ultimately inter-
continental conventional warfare (e.g. World Wars I and II).5  Thus 

* The views expressed in this chapter are those of the author and do not necessarily  
reflect those of the South African National Defence Force or the Stellenbosch University 
in South Africa.
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the nature of conventional warfare demands a specific leadership 
profile and knowledge of doctrine and skills to operationalize 
plans and policy. Vogelaar described leaders from the edge as 
“on-scene commanders who have to make sense of the political, 
military and cultural challenges on the ground, in order to make 
proper and ethical decisions to accomplish their contribution of 
the mission.”

Peacekeeping operations, as explained by Thompson and  
McCreany, are often characterized by intense ethnic violence in 
which belligerents often abandon traditional laws of armed con-
flict (e.g., DRC, Sudan, Central African Republic [CAR]), shift the 
rules of engagement and disobey negotiated peace agreements.6 
The nature of peacekeeping operations places the challenges and 
responsibilities of the war zone/conflict on the soldiers, who are 
vulnerable by being on display for Al Jazeera and the Cable News 
Network (CNN) cameras and their world-wide news feeds.  
Responsibilities are also delegated downward to junior leaders 
(or even junior soldiers) where inexperience, incomplete infor-
mation and the complexity inherent to these conflicts place these 
junior troops at high risk of making mistakes, even of a serious-
ness that could trigger legal recourse at the International Court 
in The Hague. Thompson and McCreany wrote that the nature 
of modern peacekeeping missions require leaders and soldiers 
to have knowledge and skills beyond those that are required 
for conventional war, and new wars now cause complex secu-
rity questions and will also require more knowledge and skills 
from leaders.  This is particularly relevant for the Africa of the  
21st century.

NEW WARS ARRIvE IN AFRICA –  
WITH NEW REQUIREMENTS
Kaldor describes ‘new wars’ as wars/battles taking place in  
areas where the disintegration of one or more states is a reality; 
in other words, a destructive process of a state of war/violence 
ongoing in a country (or part of a country), for example the vio-
lent activities of the Islamic State (i.e., Daesh) in Iraq and Syria.7  
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Barlow wrote that religious groups will further pursue their quest 
to enforce religion-based politics through extreme violence8 and 
that these groups have already taken footholds in north, west, 
east and central Africa, and are now moving southwards. Groups 
with loose affiliations to Daesh, like Boko Haram in West Af-
rica and North Africa, are gaining momentum through religion-
driven violence. A similar linkage has occurred with Al-Shabaab 
and Al-Qaeda in East Africa, all-the-while Seleka in CAR and 
the Allied Defence Force in DRC are being courted by Daesh 
and Al-Qaeda.9

Johnson referred to the same nature of warfare as ‘irregular war-
fare.’10 She explained irregular warfare as characterized by an 
increased number of actors in a battlespace that use a range of 
both lethal and non-lethal means to complete military, political, 
economic, religious, social and ethical missions.

Wolfendale and Kaldor describe several characteristics of the 
individuals participating in these new wars:  some have had no 
military training; some do not wear uniforms; members oper-
ate outside the scope of conventional military professionalism, 
the Geneva Convention and the Humanitarian Law and/or Law 
of Armed Conflict; and many are involved in killings, looting, 
raping and other criminal activities.11 The operations conducted 
in new wars are described as a mixture of war, large-scale hu-
man rights violations and organized crime. Also, the conflicts 
are typically asymmetrical, involving irregular forces that may 
not have the means, knowledge and skills to conduct conven-
tional warfare. The focus of most of the operation is ‘identity 
politics’ against, for example, the US or Christianity, and typi-
cally involve a high civilian-combat death ratio, as seen in Syria, 
Iraq and Nigeria.

The complexity of these wars, new or irregular, require those 
junior leaders or troops on the ground to decide when to esca-
late force. For example, should they use deadly force against a 
possible child suicide bomber walking to school? What about a 
suicide bomber posing as an expectant mother hidden behind 
a black burka who is taking her children to school in front of 
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the international news cameras? Thus leaders from the edge in 
(South) Africa are increasingly responsible for making complex 
tactical judgments and decisions with military, cultural, politi-
cal, personal and legal ramifications.

These wars have now arrived to Africa. Logically, we ask our-
selves whether the selection profile, process, education and 
training in military institutions is preparing soldiers adequately 
for such wars. This chapter will discuss new challenges for lead-
ers within this environment and then focus on how to prepare 
our members for new war-related operations in Africa.

REQUIREMENTS MADE BY NEW WARS  
ON THE SELECTION PROFILE OF SOLDIERS  
IN AFRICA
One of the most important changes imposed by the new wars 
in Africa is that “on-scene commanders (e.g., in streets, at road-
blocks) are the ones who have to make sense of the situations 
they are confronted with and act according to their assess-
ments to accomplish their part of the mission.”12 This requires 
a training philosophy where responsibilities and authorities are 
delegated throughout the command line in order to stimulate  
initiative and leadership competencies at all levels – including 
the troop level.

This training philosophy is contrary to the current parade 
ground training culture, where an autocratic commander shows 
resistance to delegate authority, preferring to stick to an organi-
zational culture where the command is given and all members, 
without thinking, move only left or right. This philosophy may 
be suitable for conventional warfare, but outdated for fighting 
new wars. Furthermore, traditional African culture is based on 
the “chief tradition,” where junior members obey the orders of 
senior commanders, without thinking critically. Thus, the train-
ing philosophy for junior leaders/soldiers in Africa requires a 
cultural and military change in order to align education and 
training to develop leaders on the pointy edge of the conflicts. 
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The following are potential knowledge, skills, abilities, and other 
characteristics supporting this new requirement:13

• Visual observation skills are needed to collect informa-
tion supporting the assessment of situations for on-scene  
commanders.

• Non-verbal communication skills are required to further 
intellectual and cultural intelligence which help analyze 
information on-scene for accurate decision-making.

• A high sense of intuition will enrich information to sup-
port accurate decisions.

• Interpersonal skills are required to ensure relationships 
are primarily built on trust which will enhance group  
cohesion.

• Emotional intelligence skills can help manage a person’s 
own emotions, as well as the follower’s emotions, and in 
such maintain a positive unit climate.

• The use of participative and shared leadership approaches 
can help combine individualism and collectivism, which 
in turn can support ethical decision-making.

• A collective military ethical mind leads to supportive  
individual and shared ethical decision-making.

• Both an independent and critical mindset leads to objec-
tive decisions within the framework of a command and 
control culture.

• Confidence is necessary to decisive decision-making for 
on-scene commanders.

• Leadership maturity supports the delegation of responsi-
bility and authority to the leaders at the edge.

• Necessarily, an empowering organizational culture that is 
sustained enables soldiers to fight new wars in Africa ef-
fectively.

Traditional military training in conventional warfare still repre-
sents a valuable foundation for the modern soldier. However, to 
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be more than traditional warriors, soldiers need to be educated 
world citizens able to outsmart an unconventional enemy.

THE PROCESS TO DEvELOP LEADERS FROM 
THE EDGE FOR AFRICA
The ASF will be composed of five regional brigades totalling 
25,000 soldiers. The ASF will form the backbone of the conti-
nent’s peace and security architecture, and hence will be a good 
indicator of where leaders from the edge will be needed/locat-
ed.14 African countries will have to develop a leadership profile, 
curriculum, training philosophy, training doctrine and organi-
zational culture to enable these leaders.

SELECTION PROFILE

Boe defined military leadership “as the process of producing  
direction, alignment and commitment in collectives,” and lead-
ership development as “expanding a person’s capacity to be  
effective in leadership roles and processes.”15 He also explained 
that leadership development deals with the development of the 
individual’s capacity to lead themselves (as conceptualized in  
the super/self-leadership model), others, the work (i.e., mili-
tary operations) and the unit in a military context.16 To develop  
leaders from the edge, Boe describes the need to align the follow-
ing four areas of expertise and competence to a specific selection 
profile:17

• Self-proficiency indicates personality, personal skills and 
character traits that empower self-leadership, which in 
turn develops emotional intelligence that regulates one’s 
own thoughts, feelings and actions, and lead to the obser-
vation, identification and facilitation of the thoughts and 
emotions of others.18

• Social proficiency maintains knowledge and skills in in-
terpersonal relationships (e.g., cultural differences, gender 
diversity) and underlines the importance of non-verbal 
cues and competencies required.19
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• Subject matter proficiency may include education in mili-
tary law, humanitarian law, military psychology and mili-
tary ethics to develop further knowledge in these areas, 
and also increase analytical and critical thinking abilities.20

• Officer competencies should include well-developed self-
leadership skills, an understanding of the operational and 
political context at hand, as well as internalized values/ 
virtues that demonstrate character strength.  These make 
for a perfect job fit for a leader from the edge.21

The following items make up a proposed profile for leaders from 
the edge and can serve to guide the selection and fit of personnel 
recruited to support operations in the new wars in Africa:22

Intra Psychic Dimension

• Self-regulation: Self-efficiency and control under stress.

• Integrity:  Dealing with risky challenges in a fair, honest 
and ethically correct manner to make proper decisions as 
leaders.

• Emotional Intelligence:  A sensitivity to one’s own emo-
tions and those of others, and the ability to manage them 
properly.

• Ego Power:  The inner psychological strength to deal with 
challenges.

• Hardiness:  An internal psychological commitment to a 
challenging situation and to take control, with existential 
courage, to make proper decisions and find solutions.

• Bravery:  The will to show extreme, yet calculated, courage to 
take the correct action under stress and in risky situations.

• Grit:  The capacity to remain focused with persistence,  
endurance and perseverance in order to attain goals.
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Interpersonal Dimension

• Teamwork:  A necessary action to build cohesion between 
soldiers.

• Communication:  Clear and open interpersonal commu-
nications develop a constructive command climate and 
social climate.

• Trust:  Trust can be developed as a cornerstone for strength 
in high risk situations.

• Shared Leadership:  Shared leadership can facilitate ac-
cess to team knowledge, expertise and wisdom which help 
confront challenges and make accurate decisions.

• Social and Cultural Intelligence:  A self-leader must be 
sensitive to the social/cultural clues, as well as the verbal 
and non-verbal interactions directed toward the leader.

• World Citizen:  Striving to be an open-minded, sophisti-
cated member of society.

Skills and Abilities

• Observation Ability:  A useful skill to identify clues that 
lead to making sense of an unknown environment.

• Linguistic and Language Ability:  Helps in connecting to a 
new culture and community.

• Technical Skills:  Furthering individual skills such as com-
puter, geographical and research skills.

• Analytical Ability:  Helps in the analysis of information. 

• Strategic Ability:  Helps in out-of-the-box thinking when 
considering political, cultural, ethical factors relating to 
military requirements.

• Innovative Problem Solving Skills:  By sharing the chal-
lenge and tapping into shared wisdom, a team can develop 
an ethically correct solution.
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These various skills, abilities, values and knowledge items can 
be evaluated through questionnaires, assessment centres, work-
shops, scenario discussions and planning, and of course during 
operational exercises.

THE TRAINING AND EDUCATION OF  
LEADERS FROM THE EDGE
The nature of new wars in Africa will force soldiers and their 
leaders to think and operate outside the boundaries of the pa-
rade ground. In this regard, the normal training and mindset for 
conventional wars are not enough; leaders from the edge need 
more. The following training model is based on the skills, abili-
ties, values and knowledge discussed in the preceding section.23

MILITARY TRAINING

Military training is required to develop a military mindset, to 
internalize military culture, values, rituals, discipline, knowledge 
and skills in order to become a competent soldier. This is the 
foundation of the warrior. Additionally, specialized training is 
required to focus on the distinct requirements of new wars, such 
as, for example, operating close to a civilian population that may 
be hiding enemy forces with/without uniforms and/or military 
training, all-the-while being in front of international news cam-
eras, and simultaneously confronted with loaded cultural, po-
litical and high-risk military decision-making. In this environ-
ment, social, cultural and emotional intelligence skills, abilities, 
knowledge and training are more important than good drill and 
inspection performance.

MILITARY EDUCATION

Lacquement identifies four types of expertise that support the 
specialist approach to developing military leaders: military-
technical expertise, human development expertise, political- 
social expertise and ethical-moral expertise.24 Van Dyk explained 
that a 21st century military force needs leaders that are educated 
as generalists, specialists and super-specialists.25 The generalist 
education consists of core training associated with a corps  
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(e.g., infantry, armour), but should also have a focus on the chal-
lenges of new wars. Specialist education encompasses education 
in subjects such as military law, psychology, history, strategy, 
ethics, leadership and computer science. In this regard, the Fac-
ulty of Military Science of Stellenbosch University for the South 
African National Defense Force and the Military School at the 
University of Namibia have already made a huge contribution, 
but Africa needs more academic military institutions of such 
caliber. Finally, super-specialists are created when officers un-
dertake post-graduate studies in the above-mentioned subjects.

Africa not only needs warriors to fight wars, but wise warriors 
to simultaneously fight new wars and outsmart the new enemy. 
This requires a well-balanced and informed soldier, developed 
by sufficient military training and tertiary education, to facili-
tate the change from a parade ground mentality to a world-wise 
citizen.

LEADERSHIP DEvELOPMENT SPECIFIC  
TO NEW WARS
To describe the requirements of a leader within the new wars, 
Vogelaar argued for thinking commanders that make sense of 
situations on-the-spot when confronted with culturally and po-
litically risky situations, that will act as leaders from the edge 
according to their assessments, and that will use their analytical 
and problem solving abilities to make proper/ethical decisions 
to accomplish their missions.26 Vogelaar identified multiple con-
cepts, knowledge and skills that will come into play:  delegation, 
self-leadership, psychological empowerment, self-direction, 
autonomy, responsibility and accountability.27 Chanchal with 
Grundling and van Dyk also proposed emotional intelligence as 
a way to secure an advantage for leaders from the edge to be suc-
cessful on the scene in Africa.28

In this regard, super and self-leadership mindset, theory, skills 
and organizational culture will contribute tremendously to 
leadership development to fight and win new wars in Africa. 
This idea is supported by Sweeney and Matthews who focus on  
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self-awareness, social awareness, self-regulation, sense of urgen-
cy and character to develop leaders for dangerous situations.29

Manz and Sims defined self-leadership as “an extensive set 
of strategies focused on the behaviours, thoughts and feelings 
that we use to exert influence over ourselves.” This means that 
self-leadership involves a leader who leads others to lead them-
selves.30 Vogelaar asked for high levels of self-confidence and 
decisiveness, independent and critical thinking, taking initiative 
and decisions of leaders from the edge in these new wars.31

Manz and Sims explained the process of self-leadership develop-
ment as:

Step 1:  Become a self-leader. The leader must choose a self-
leader mindset over a parade ground mindset. To develop 
this potential in young leaders, they must be taught self- 
observation, to own their goals and expectations, and to 
engage in self-reflection.

Step 2:  Model self-leadership through critical thinking, 
and learning from mistakes, criticism, self-punishment 
and self-reward.

Step 3:  Encourage self-set goals. Help the young leader 
identify his/her own goals, standards and criteria to inter-
nalize it, become it, operationalize it, and be it. This is how 
a self-developed identity is created.

Step 4:  Create positive thought patterns. Mentor the leader 
with self-talk to self-motivate during severe endurance 
exercises.

Step 5:  Facilitate self-leadership through reward and con-
structive reprimand. Focus more on successes to build up 
rather than break down the character of the young leader.

Step 6:  Promote self-leadership through teamwork. Dem-
onstrate emotional, social and cultural intelligence, and 
lay a foundation to build trust rather than manage soldiers 
through fear.
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Step 7:  Facilitate a self-leadership culture. Develop an 
organizational culture based on a personal responsibility 
and accountability.32

The methods used to develop self-leaders include mentoring, 
coaching, guidance, reinforcement, constructive reprimand, 
self-set goals, self-task design, encouragement, modelling, self-
critique, self-motivation, internalized values and living a self-
leadership identity (i.e., be a self-leader by character).

Vogelaar wrote “leadership from the edge requires a team  
approach, which can be seen as a balance between individual 
and shared leadership.”33 He explained that in order for the mili-
tary to fight new wars, central commanders are both ultimate 
decision-makers and figure heads of the mission; the complexi-
ties of the new wars require leaders from the edge with strong 
individual and competent character, highly equipped with team 
skills and bound by trust.

Pearce, Conger and Locke describe shared leadership as a dy-
namic, interactive influence process among soldiers in a team for 
which the objective is to lead one another in the achievement of 
team or organizational goals, or both.34 Stadler, a former special 
forces operator, explained that in a small team operation behind 
enemy lines, rank and chain of command are not the founda-
tion of leadership; rather, trust, expertise, and contribution to 
the operation are key. This suggests that leadership becomes a 
collective and shared responsibility as each individual contrib-
utes to organizational goals.35 Shared leadership is a well-known 
practice in small team Special Forces Operations.

However, Lindsay, Day and Halpin warned that the military 
model of leadership is based on rank, legal position with legal 
authority, and the principle of chain of command.36 Drescher 
and Garbers and Vogelaar added that teams with shared leader-
ship can better respond to the demands of a complex work envi-
ronments, such as those caused by new wars.37 After training and 
education in self-leadership, self-leaders will be better equipped 
with the knowledge, skills, mindset, culture and responsibility to 
operationalize shared leadership in new wars.
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It is possible that an adjusted model in which a leader from the 
edge with legal authority can negotiate, consult and collect ex-
pertise from other leaders from the edge, or team members, to 
share knowledge, skills, experience and wisdom in new wars, as 
part of the decision-making process. This would be an advantage 
and a demonstration of shared leadership and responsibility to 
reach collective goals. It would however require that senior lead-
ers allow a shared collective/organizational culture and opera-
tionalize shared leadership in new wars.

ETHICAL DECISION-MAKING IN NEW WARS
By their very  nature, new wars create expectations of high risks 
and complex scenarios that require that leaders at the edge make 
proper ethical decisions in front of news cameras broadcasting  
all over the world. Heyler, Armenakis, Walker and Colher ex-
plained that a clear understanding of the ethical decision- 
making process is critical for competent ethical leadership.38 
Thus leaders also need to be educated in humanitarian law, 
the Geneva Conventions, the constitutions of their respective 
countries and the codes of conduct of their defence forces, as 
a foundation for ethical decision-making. Pfaff, Reich, Redman 
and Hurley proposed that leaders from the edge need common 
ground for shared/collective ethical decision-making processes 
based on the following:

• Necessity: Use lethal force and/or create risks for others/
yourself only when there is no other way to accomplish 
your mission.

• Proportionality: Use only as much force as is required to 
accomplish the mission.

• Immunity: Those persons not directly threatening you, 
your colleagues, and others not involved in the situation 
in any meaningful way have the right not to be intention-
ally harmed.

• Discrimination: When considering the use of deadly force, 
make every reasonable effort to distinguish those who 
threaten from those who do not.
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• Respect:  Honour the basic human rights of all those af-
fected by your mission.39

In this regard Heyler et al. and Rest discussed the following 
foundation for leaders to use in proper ethical decision-making:

• Moral awareness:  The internalized knowledge of moral 
principles the leader from the edge must master through 
education and training.

• Moral potency:  A sense of moral ownership over moral 
aspects of one’s environment to reinforce courage, per-
form ethically in the face of adversities, and persevere in 
the face of operational challenges. 

• Shared leadership: Time permitting, colleagues’ inputs 
enrich the self-leader from the edge, as their knowledge, 
insights and intuition may help make an informed, legal 
and ethically correct decision.

• Moral intensity:  The leader from the edge must be con-
sciously aware of the life or death seriousness of the deci-
sion at hand based on his/her proximity to the individuals 
affected by the decision.

This foundation is necessary for leaders and adjacent self-leaders 
from the edge to internalize, share and master, before the team 
can follow a structured process in operational ethical decision-
making. Verwey, Cloin and Tanercan proposed the follow-
ing four-phase, structured ethical decision-making process for  
operational circumstances such as new wars.40 

Phase 1:  Analysis of the Task

Step 1:  In a new situation, the commander becomes aware 
of factors such as risks, role players and the time available.

Step 2:  The commander analyzes the task after consider-
ing ethical conflicts, political and cultural challenges, and 
the time allowed for decision-making.
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Step 3:  Commander’s directives must consider the pro-
tection of own forces, maintaining distance from an un-
known or possible enemy, involvement of the population, 
and the goal of the operation.

Phase 2:  Evaluation of Factors of Influence

Step 4:  The commander must gather available intelligence, 
and ascertain the time allowed to analyze information and 
draw a conclusion.

Step 5:  The commander must take stock of available assets 
such as troop strength, weapons and their capabilities.

Phase 3:  Consideration of Own Assets

Step 6:  The commander must develop courses of action 
by employing shared leadership, collective knowledge and 
experience to conduct risk analysis, source analysis, and 
identify ethical risks and challenges.

Step 7: The commander must analyze courses of action 
after considering ethical principles, national and interna-
tional law, human rights, and code of conduct to ensure 
all components of ethical decision-making come into play.

Phase 4:  Commander’s Decision

Step 8:  With legal authority in the chain of command, the 
commander will make an informed, collective and ethical 
decision.

The combined knowledge, skills and ethical decision-making 
process must be acquired through the study and mastering of 
relevant subjects at universities or military academies, exercised 
by soldiers before they are involved in new wars. Leaders from 
the edge need to be empowered to implement this in new war 
operations with great self-confidence.
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ORGANIZATIONAL CLIMATE TO ALLOW 
LEADERSHIP FROM THE EDGE
Currently, the organizational culture in the militaries of Africa 
is more oriented towards conventional war, with some adjusted 
practice.  This is more suitable for peacekeeping operations, but 
not suitable for training for new wars where a military must de-
velop a mindset for self-leadership and shared leadership, and 
a culture to delegate authority, position, power and decision- 
making responsibility/accountability.

In this regard, in order to change current military culture in  
Africa to a more suitable organizational culture, Vogelaar cor-
rectly mentioned the concepts of delegation, self-leadership, 
shared decision-making, and empowerment of specific junior 
leaders on the scene to be considered as necessary conditions to 
settle leaders from the edge for new wars.41

This also touches military doctrine, the training philosophy and 
the leader’s mindset. There is a need to empower junior leaders 
with self-leadership, knowledge and culture; to delegate author-
ity to them; and to make time during exercises to practice, learn 
and internalize this new mindset of the self-leadership model.  
Also, junior leaders must be responsible for this new military 
culture where they need to outsmart the new enemy and win 
new wars. This means not only are the wars new, African mili-
taries also need to become new in several ways to deal effectively 
with the new security challenges in the 21st century.

CONCLUSION
The nature of war in Africa has changed. The arrival of new ene-
mies and new wars in Africa is a reality. This creates new require-
ments, challenges and risks to soldiers in Africa. It requires more 
suitable selection of soldiers, education and training of soldiers 
and current leaders to allow the development and settlement of a 
new organizational culture for militaries in the 21st century. The 
new wars in Africa will require “edge” skills such as visual observa-
tion, emotional intelligence, independent and critical mindsets. 
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These wars will require both military training and education in 
subjects such as military psychology and ethics, international 
humanitarian law, and the law of armed conflict. Leaders from 
the edge need to be competent with knowledge and skills in self-
leadership and transformational leadership, as well as ethical 
decision-making. Their organizational cultures will need to be 
based on shared leadership, power delegation, and responsibility 
and accountability, meaning junior leaders will be called upon 
to do the work formerly accomplished by more senior officers.
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CHAPTER 12

NEW LEADERS, ‘NEW WARS’:   
A REFLECTIvE APPROACH  

TO APPLYING GENDER AND  
CULTURAL PERSPECTIvES 
Vanessa Brown, MA; and Alan Okros, PhD*

INTRODUCTION
This chapter provides considerations on the emerging and com-
plex issue of how leaders can develop and apply gender and 
cultural perspectives in both operational contexts and in senior 
staff roles developing policies, implementing programs and 
managing projects.  The chapter is organized in three sections:  
a description of the various factors leading to the requirement 
for increased expertise, a presentation of methods to acquire  an 
understanding of gender and cultural perspectives, and recom-
mendations on how to apply these perspectives effectively across 
a range of military duties.

Prior to presenting these three sections, this introduction will 
provide a short summary of three facets of the profession of 
arms which contribute to the challenges of the military adopt-
ing new approaches to leadership and which inform our recom-
mendations.  First, the understanding and enactment of effec-
tive military leadership is subject to the contradictory forces of 
continuity and change.1  While leaders are provided with formal 
teaching and constant social cues regarding the accumulated 
lessons learned over centuries of conflict, updates to theories, 
doctrine, military missions, social contexts and political direc-
tives force leaders to shift their approach and achieve new types 
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of leader outcomes.  These forces can make it difficult for lead-
ers to decide when to retain a tried-and-true approach, or con-
versely, when to adopt a new style.  This decision is made even 
more complex when recognizing that leaders hold multiple ac-
countabilities, including to their superiors, their subordinates, to 
the accomplishment of their assigned missions, and also to their 
profession, society and civil authorities.2  The net result is pre-
sented in Robert Quinn’s work which describes leaders as having 
to deal with continual competing values.3  More importantly, the 
consequences of leader error resulting in mission failure, poten-
tial loss of life or the end of a career lead to Samuel Hunting-
ton’s well-known assertion of the military mind being “realistic, 
pessimistic and conservative”4 and Liddell Hart’s comment that 
“the only thing harder than getting a new idea into the military 
mind is to get an old one out.”5  Particularly through customs, 
traditions, symbols and rites of passage, the profession of arms 
provides strong signals of a past to be preserved and lessons to be 
remembered which can serve as barriers to change.    

The second facet is the military is focussed on solving real-world 
problems; hence, it is action-oriented with an overriding philos-
ophy of getting the job done.  More importantly, the profession 
emphasizes the application of procedural approaches to do so.6  
This military culture is evident in the methods used to determine 
job requirements, specifically the use of performance-oriented, 
task-based job analysis, and those used to develop requisite 
competencies, which collectively focus on imparting declarative 
knowledge and practicing part-task, procedural skills.7  Generi-
cally, the military tends to deliver skills training rather than a 
broader education of the theories, concepts and frameworks 
that comprise the theory-based body of knowledge that informs 
professional practice.  Of relevance to this chapter, the applica-
tion of this procedural approach to developing gender perspec-
tives is clear in the training needs analysis and resultant training 
materials developed by the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) Allied Command Transformation office responsible for 
gender perspective.8  We will return to the issues of appropri-
ate pedagogy to develop these perspectives in the second section  
of the chapter. 
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The third facet of relevance in developing gender perspectives is 
the recognition that the military is both a highly gendered pro-
fession and also one that does not practice or facilitate deep in-
sights or self-reflection.  The second section of this chapter will 
present scholarly work which provides the critical analyses and 
theoretical considerations of militarized masculinities. While 
some of those in uniform do recognize that a key component of 
the entry-level military socialization processes of transforming 
a civilian into a soldier, sailor or aviator includes constructing 
and instilling a new identity, the application of Goffman’s total 
institution9 often results in individuals adopting key aspects of 
the prototype ideal soldier without reflecting on who they have 
become or the worldview, frames of reference or identity they 
have adopted.   

Together, the importance given to preserving the past, empha-
sis on practical solutions to solve professional problems and the 
highly gendered nature of the military help to explain why it can 
be difficult for leaders to adopt new theories or novel approaches 
and, in particular, why this can be even harder when the focus is 
on understanding and applying gendered and cultural perspec-
tives.  This assessment informs the remainder of this chapter. 

NEW MISSIONS AND NEW SKILLS
This first section of the chapter will summarize the factors that 
have emerged in recent years which have caused military lead-
ers to pay closer attention to cultural and gendered perspectives. 
In doing so, it should be noted that there are differences across 
nations in terms of how important these factors are, as well as 
the degree to which these differences have influenced changes in 
leadership or leader behaviours.  As Canadian authors, these are 
seen as having direct relevance to the Canadian Armed Forces 
and generally applicable to many NATO nations.  For others, the 
degree of applicability will vary based primarily on the empha-
sis given to specific types of military missions and social factors 
within the nation that are of importance for the armed forces.  
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UNCONVENTIONAL WARFARE

The first set of factors that has had an influence on the militar-
ies of many countries arose from a series of evolutions from the 
Cold War era to the post-9/11 environment which are seen as 
significantly changing the nature of conflict.  Generally labelled 
unconventional,10 hybrid,11 Fourth Generation12 or new wars,13 
a range of academic and professional authors have highlighted 
major changes in key aspects of the nature of warfare and con-
flicts facing 21st century militaries.  Noting there are critiques of 
these works,14 many authors draw comparisons to changes from 
the interpretations of the classic Clausewitzian philosophy of 
war.15  The central idea is that conflicts are no longer primarily 
state-on-state wars in which the military is tasked with defeat-
ing the foe on the battlefield so the victors can impose their po-
litical will on the vanquished.  Differences have emerged in the 
way wars are fought, who is fighting, why they start, how they 
end, and how these conflicts are sustained.  While politics and 
wars have always made for strange bedfellows,16 those engaged in 
many modern conflicts include a range of non-state actors which 
can include loose affiliations of religious extremists, organized 
crime, minor warlords and those seeking to benefit from conflict 
through illegal trafficking in everything from scarce resources to 
drugs to human beings.  Caught up in these conflicts can be chil-
dren (e.g., child soldiers), refugees, displaced persons and those 
seeking sanctuary from ethnic, religious or cultural persecution 
including genocide.           

For this chapter, key characteristics of these types of conflict are 
the increased use of identity politics17 and what are seen as clashes 
of cultural values.18  These give rise to what has been labelled “war 
amongst the people” with tactics focussed on fear, terror, rape and 
exploitation of the vulnerable, employed in an attempt to impose 
political or social control over the populace.19  In response, inter-
vening forces have applied counter-insurgency tactics focussed 
on “winning hearts and minds.” While not a new approach to 
addressing conflict, several nations, and the United States in  
particular, have adopted new methods which have a focus on 
understanding and, in many cases, influencing aspects of local 
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cultures.  As highlighted with the advent of the US Army human 
terrain systems, this led to an increased emphasis for military 
commanders to have an understanding of social, cultural and 
community dynamics.20  As Holmes-Eber noted from her experi-
ences, the US military approach shifted over time from contract-
ing external social science experts (particularly anthropologists) 
to provide commanders with relevant cultural knowledge, to 
educating military leaders to understand cultural dynamics on 
their own.21  This resulted in significant investments in profes-
sional military education programs that instil military-relevant, 
cross-cultural competencies.22          

As a key aspect of any culture pertains to gender, and given  
gender roles in many of the nations in which NATO forces and 
the US military have been engaged, a corollary development has 
been the application of female engagement teams (FETs) led by 
the US military.23  While the fairly obvious intent was to over-
come cultural barriers to women speaking with men, the roles 
assigned to women in uniform and the types of exchanges they 
report having with both women and men amongst local popula-
tions has resulted in increased attention given to understanding 
aspects of gender as these relate to military mission objectives24 
and the moral and cultural tensions that arise when foreign 
women seek to influence well-established gendered roles in  
the community.25   

For this chapter, the primary implication of recent efforts to deal 
with the dynamics of unconventional warfare has been to place 
an increased emphasis on the responsibilities of military leaders 
to assess, incorporate and apply understandings of gender and 
culture in the planning and execution of assigned tasks.  Howev-
er, academics (particularly anthropologists), have been critical of 
both the efforts to harness external expertise26 and, to return to 
the introductory comments on the weakness of military training 
methods, the success in developing cross-cultural competence 
for military leaders.27  The information provided in the second 
and third sections of this chapter is intended to address some of 
these criticisms.    
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HUMAN SECURITY

Concurrent with the rise of a military-centric focus on uncon-
ventional warfare, an alternate understanding of the sources of, 
and solutions to, conflict also emerged in the post-Cold War era. 
Extending on the foundational principles of the Charter of the 
United Nations, the 1994 Human Development Report28 articu-
lated a very different approach to addressing the causes of in-
stability and strife with a people-centric philosophy focussed on 
freedom from fear and freedom from want.  The concept was 
endorsed by the UN General Assembly in 2005 as “the right of 
people to live in freedom and dignity, free from poverty and  
despair … with an equal opportunity to enjoy all their rights 
and fully develop their human potential.”29  Human security has 
been incorporated as a key element of foreign policy objectives 
by many nations, particularly those who have joined the Human 
Security Network.30  

In comparison to the concepts embedded in the Westphalian fo-
cus on state security, human security seeks to strengthen the role 
of individuals and communities in identifying threats to security 
and developing appropriate responses.  The balancing of state 
roles with individual agency is reflected in the UN statement: 

The protection and empowerment framework further 
guarantees the development of appropriate responses to 
a particular threat.  By combining top-down norms, pro-
cesses and institutions, including the establishment of 
early-warning mechanisms, good governance and social 
protection instruments, with a bottom-up focus in which 
participatory processes highlight individuals’ roles in de-
fining and implementing their essential freedoms and re-
sponsibilities, human security improves local capacities, 
strengthens social networks, and ensures coherence in the 
allocation of resources and policies.31

Recognizing the problems of weak, unstable or corrupt govern-
ments, the UN drew on the concept of human security as well 
as international treaties to develop the Responsibility to Pro-
tect (R2P) which, while acknowledging the powers of sovereign 
states, provides the framework for the international community 
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to intervene in circumstances where the national government 
is unable or unwilling to provide human security and, in par-
ticular, to prevent genocides, crimes against humanity, ethnic 
cleansing, mass atrocities or gross violations of human rights.32  
While criticism has been made of the failure of the UN to evoke 
R2P in response to clear indicators of states’ failures to protect,33 
the philosophy is evident in UN mandates with extensions of 
the obligations of the international committee (including inter-
vening military forces) to protect civilians now featuring as the  
primary objective under virtually all current UN mandates.34  

For this chapter, the key implication arises from the need to 
adopt a people-centric, human security framework rather than 
the military-centric, physical security approach that underpins 
the concepts of unconventional warfare.  The net result is mil-
itary leaders need to understand both their mission and their 
role in different ways.  As given emphasis by the development 
community, the key requirement when protecting civilians and 
enhancing their own security is to establish the conditions for 
local communities  – not just representatives of the host nation’s 
government, but all members of the society – to take the lead 
role in establishing their own security and stability.  In other 
words, not only is the military no longer the primary agent in 
resolving the situation, the contributing nation’s government is 
not the primary agent.  Rather, it is the recipient civil society as 
represented by both the average citizen and the interconnected 
democratic institutions such as justice, education, health, a free 
press, and a regulated economy which take the lead in restoring 
human security. 

Intellectually, there are two challenges for military leaders work-
ing under the conditions where they must cooperate with oth-
ers to deliver integrated security solutions.35  As with the earlier 
discussion under unconventional warfare, leaders are required 
to understand and apply facets of culture, including gender and 
gender roles, but for the purposes of enabling the local commu-
nity to accomplish their objectives, rather than to the interven-
ing force to achieve their mission goals.  More critically, mili-
tary leaders will quickly appreciate that they will be exposed to  
multiple, different views of the nature of security problems the 
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community is facing, as well as the potential solutions to these 
problems.  They will discover that culturally-specific and pre-
existing gender orders within societies do impact and often con-
found human security, and these orders are often quite different 
in quality from those at home.36  As opposed to understanding 
the complexity of gender and other power relations in societ-
ies unfamiliar to military members, simplistic or ethno-centric 
views will be problematic as leaders’ grapple with the wicked 
problems embedded in addressing human security.37  The impli-
cations of military leaders working in these contexts are incor-
porated in the subsequent sections.      

UNITED NATIONS SECURITY COUNCIL RESOLUTION 
(UNSCR) 1325

The third concurrent development in recent years has been the 
series of United Nations Security Council Resolutions which 
have created the Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda.38  
Although conceptually linked to human security and its focus on 
setting the conditions for long-term peace and stability, the ori-
gin of the WPS agenda came from civil society and, in particular, 
a consortium of women’s organizations seeking to highlight gen-
der equality in the domain of international relations and in the 
approaches used by the primary actors in addressing conflict.39  
As a key component of the relevant UN resolutions, member 
states have been encouraged to adopt National Action Plans 
(NAP) to advance the agenda.  As of January 2018, 72 member 
states have adopted related NAPs along with additional regional 
action plans for the European Union and the African Union.40

Starting from the recognition of the differential effects conflict 
and disasters can have on men, boys, women and girls, the WPS 
agenda informs understandings of women’s agency or their power 
to make decisions and influence conditions of importance.41  
Research has demonstrated multiple benefits when women are 
meaningfully engaged in addressing conflict and establishing 
the conditions for peace.  These activities can include creating 
broader definitions of the types of hostilities and violent actions 
to be ceased; expanding peace accords that address issues such as 
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education, health and humanitarian needs; attending to gender-
based violence and the protection of vulnerable populations; ef-
fectively monitoring ceasefires; and encouraging a greater aware-
ness of the peace accord and actions across the population.42  

As a key component to achieving WPS objectives, the UN has 
placed an emphasis on increasing the number of women in-
volved in peace operations including “the principle of gender 
balance, which requires that the staffing of headquarters and in 
the missions, reflect our institutional commitment to the equal 
representation of men and women at all post levels.”43 While 
there is a degree of overlap with the use of female engagement 
teams in overcoming cultural barriers between men and women, 
the rationale for the UN initiatives is broader, and includes ad-
vancing gender equality, ensuring inclusiveness and address-
ing gendered aspects of war and conflict including confronting 
conflict-related sexual violence and sexual exploitation which 
can implicate UN peacekeepers.44  The implications of the WPS 
agenda for military leaders will be addressed after the next pre-
sentation on the related considerations of NATO doctrine. 

NATO GENDER PERSPECTIVES

As an extension of the WPS agenda, NATO has adopted the 
approach of applying gender perspectives by articulating the 
objectives in NATO policy.45  Drawing on UNSCR 1325 as the 
impetus for the updated policy, the NATO approach incorpo-
rates two other dimensions. The first extends the application of 
gender perspectives from use in the planning and conduct of op-
erations to an internal focus examining the “design, implementa-
tion, monitoring and evaluation of all policies and programs.”46  
The second incorporates a longer standing NATO objective to 
increase the number of women serving in uniform.47  As a re-
sult, the NATO approach incorporates both external/mission- 
oriented and internal/policy-oriented objectives. 

Although not highlighted in formal policy direction, the lengthy 
history of integrating women into the military suggests that lead-
ers seeking to create cohesive, effective teams in environments 
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that have been single gender will have to develop and apply gen-
der perspectives in order to be successful.48 Depending on the 
national context, the challenges for leaders to understand and 
apply gender and cultural perspectives internally can be signifi-
cant.  For example, despite advances over the last 30 years, the 
current diversity objectives articulated for the Canadian Armed 
Forces will require leaders to adopt new approaches in order to 
create inclusive teams which value and support a range of gender 
expressions and cultural worldviews.49       

When integrated, the UN and NATO approaches to WPS and re-
lated objectives places a significant emphasis on the requirement 
for military leaders to understand and apply gender perspec-
tives.  As will be developed in the following section, enabling 
those serving in an already gendered institution will be difficult 
and require non-standard approaches as compared to typical 
military training programs.  As the literatures in anthropology, 
sociology, development studies and feminist perspectives all il-
lustrate, developing gender perspectives to a level that military 
leaders can then apply in a cross-cultural context will require 
much more than a ten-slide Power Point deck.  The challenge is 
that this capacity is of increasing importance; hence, leaders and 
the broader institution responsible for their professional devel-
opment are likely going to have to devote some effort to under-
standing both the “what” and, more importantly, the “how” of 
developing gender perspectives.       

DEvELOPING GENDER AND CULTURAL  
EXPERTISE
What has gender to do with culture?  How can cultural compe-
tence be achieved through the learning of gender perspectives?  
These are the sorts of questions military leaders confront when 
developing the skills which enable them to be useful and effec-
tive in the facilitation of peace and security within local com-
munities of diverse cultures.  In order to understand why gender 
is important to culture, military members must first evaluate 
how gender perspectives are imagined and how they are applied 
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across domestic and international communities and security  
organizations.

DEFINING GENDER PERSPECTIVES

Defining “gender perspectives” is a necessary but messy business.  
In approaching the development of cross-cultural competence 
from a gender perspective, it is important to define what gen-
der perspective is being employed, and how the meanings of a 
gender perspective have been constructed differently in interna-
tional institutions (e.g., NATO and the UN), in academic work, 
and in the work of civil society. Developing an understanding 
of the varied, dynamic, and specific ideas that constitute gender 
perspectives is particularly challenging.  This is because many of 
the peoples, groups, and organizations which define gender per-
spectives overlap, come together, and fall apart depending on the 
issues presented, the paradigms employed, and according to the 
unique social conditions and complex security contexts where 
power and privilege manifest in and through gender relations.   

As previously suggested, gender perspectives conceived by the 
drafters of UNSCR 1325 and those used by NATO members are 
often considered using different lenses.50  Anti-militarist femi-
nist scholar Cynthia Cockburn notes that the gender perspec-
tives espoused in UNSCR 1325 were universally welcomed by 
women who came together from disparate non-governmental 
organizations (NGO) and ad hoc networks of civil society from 
many countries.51 The work of this transnational group from  
local and international NGOs, member state governments, UN 
representatives and feminist academics advanced the need to 
position women in key roles “to draw attention to the impact 
of armed conflict specifically on women, while at the same time 
getting women recognized not as mere victims but as actors, ca-
pable of contributing to the ending of war, to achieving peace 
and redefining security.”52

The conception of gender perspectives in the drafting and ne-
gotiating of UNSCR 1325 was feminist at its core.53  Feminist 
pursuits of transformations in hierarchical gender orders, and 
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the challenging of male supremacy in systems of governance, 
economics, and social relations within security contexts were 
assumed within this gender perspective.54  The purpose of the 
resolution, as co-drafter Cora Weiss puts it, was about abolishing 
war, “not [to] make it safe for women.”55 

However, as Cockburn suggests, the anti-militarist stance of key 
drafters was not made explicit for fear that the resolution would 
be rejected by the United Nations Security Council.56 In a tacit 
way, the gender perspective used in the drafting of UNSCR 
1325 was intended to be pacifist, anti-militarist and anti-war.57  
Crucially, it was also intended to confront patriarchy – the so-
cial processes that tend to place men in positions of power and 
privilege over women.58  Instead of an explicit rejection of pa-
triarchy and militarism, the gender perspective forwarded in 
UNSCR 1325 quietly facilitated anti-militarist feminist work 
by illuminating differential effects of conflict and insecurity on 
women, girls, boys and men, and to promote women’s increased 
representation and participation in peace-building.  From this 
position, UNSCR 1325’s creators advanced a perspective about 
gender which aimed ultimately to transform patriarchal gender 
orders by highlighting concrete examples of gendered inequality, 
hierarchy and violence.  Yet, many feminists involved in the de-
velopment of UNSCR 1325 have since lamented that their work 
has been used in ways that are contrary to its initial intent.59 

Some feminist theorists have criticized applications of gender 
perspectives as legitimizing militarism and individual state se-
curity agendas.60  NATO members such as Canada,61 the UK and 
US have been challenged for using veils of gender equality for 
the purpose of increasing effectiveness in operations and mis-
sions and not for the purpose of facilitating peace.62  For exam-
ple, Shepherd argues that gender perspectives in NAPs stemming 
from WPS are consistently “appropriated for military purposes, 
increasing the legitimacy of the war system in a context where 
gender equality is celebrated as a sign of civilization and the hall-
mark of ‘good’ states.”63  By directing gender perspectives out-
wardly as a civilizing discourse,64 gender perspectives have been 
mobilized to advance operational success.65  This practice avoids 
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emphasis on inward transformations of patriarchal gender or-
ders within militaries and states.  In this way, member militaries 
have not adequately used gender perspectives to challenge the 
gendered and gendering effects of militarism, not significantly 
troubled existing power inequities in the gender relations of 
their military cultures, and have not used gender perspectives to 
focus on the intersections of patriarchy and power dominated by 
men and war.66 

In effect, gender perspectives in subsequent iterations of the 
NAPs of NATO and UN member states have typically framed 
gender narrowly, often escaping analyses of patriarchy and pow-
er.   This limited application of gender has not served to question 
how gendered myths and narratives about women and men arise 
within the texts and talk of NATO, the UN and member states. 
Myths and narratives common within NATO and UN discourses 
about women continue to place them into two categories:  voice-
less victims of war and violence, or “softer” actors in operations 
(i.e., winning the hearts and minds of communities within frag-
ile states)67 or among vulnerable68 populations.69  Many feminists 
observe that the net result of this kind of thinking is that gender 
perspectives are being applied far more as a weapon of war than 
as an instrument of peace.70 

As many of the more politicized facets of the gender perspective 
represented in UNSCR 1325 were assumed rather than explicit, 
the notion of a gender perspective has more often been interpret-
ed as a vehicle for operational effectiveness and mission success 
by international institutions and member states.71  Indeed, domi-
nant views of gender perspectives in NAPs often dramatically de-
part from the gender perspectives of the founders of the resolu-
tion in several important ways.  First, as the gender perspective 
envisioned in UNSCR 1325 opposed the proliferation of war, it 
was drafted carefully to expand the engagement of women in po-
litical, diplomatic, humanitarian, human rights, military observ-
ing and policing roles.  Equality was imagined through cultural 
transformations that lead to peace. In contrast to the some of the 
ways gender perspectives have been interpreted in NAPs,72 the 
drafters of the resolution did not seek women’s equality with men 
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in militaries, nor did they propose women’s increased represen-
tation and participation as combatants, soldiers, military peace-
keepers or military professionals.73 

The idea of gender equality in UNSCR 1325, as assessed by 
Cockburn, was “too easily interpreted as ‘equality with men in a 
men’s world.’”74  While women’s recruitment and increased par-
ticipation in NATO members’ militaries advances gender parity 
in the workplace, many feminists, particularly within the secu-
rity studies arena, have posited that this representational equal-
ity has not worked to transform gender relations within military 
institutions and has actually had the effect of women adapting 
to the ways that men go about their business.75 In this way, the 
gender perspectives used by NATO and UN member states have 
not typically worked to challenge existing gender orders within 
militaries.  Rather, the advancement of women within militaries’ 
existing gender orders allows militaries to remain fundamentally 
unchallenged in the ways that masculine ideals and maleness are 
valorized.76  In this way, gender inequalities within militaries 
continue despite women’s increased representation, as women 
along with men go through processes of socialization where they 
each adopt traditional gender norms of the military institution 
and the profession of arms.

Second, referencing the resolution’s anti-militarist foundation, 
feminists from an array of academic circles have argued that 
NAPs,77 NATO doctrine,78 and UN texts79 have since co-opted 
Western liberal feminist agendas80 and instrumentalized gender 
perspectives to promote militarism and protect male dominance.  
Drawing from the peace advocacy of its co-drafters, Shepherd for-
wards the critique that the ideas contained in UNSCR 1325 should 
not be used to “legitimise or normalise war, but rather the agenda 
should support the demilitarisation of society and facilitate the de-
velopment of anti-militarist politics of peace.”81  Indeed, feminists 
who worked towards transformations in patriarchal gender orders 
through UNSCR 1325 imagined a gender perspective which was 
transformative beyond traditional liberal feminist82 conceptions of 
the equality of women in a world defined by men. They envisioned 
gender perspectives as disruptive to patriarchy83 and challenging 
to liberal militarist84 objectives.
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Third, feminist scholars have critiqued interpretations and ap-
plications of WPS and UNSCR 1325 as essentializing “natural” 
roles and qualities for women and men. Gender essentialism as-
sumes a ‘natural’ or ‘inevitable’ essence of women and men. In 
patriarchal societies, this categorization of essential behavioural 
and physical qualities of a standard and common womanhood 
is usually subsumed, in an opposing or binary way, to a fixed 
and universal understanding of men.85  To demonstrate this 
phenomenon, some feminist scholars have studied the language 
used in UN, NATO and member states’ documents using critical 
discourse analysis of texts and talk about gender.  Their work il-
luminates that women are overwhelmingly defined within these 
texts and talk as civilians, victims, innocent, vulnerable, peace-
ful, passive, maternal, caretakers, caregivers, and providers and 
are associated closer to children than texts and talk about men in 
the same UN, NATO and member state documents.86  Addition-
ally, there is silence about men as vulnerable, civilians, peaceful, 
and paternal; often men more readily are associated with posi-
tions as aggressors, perpetrators, or protectors and authority fig-
ures in the same talk and texts.  Puechguirbal writes that in UN 
texts, “women are primarily represented in a narrow essentialist 
definition that allows male decision-makers to keep them in the 
subordinated position of victim, thus removing their agency.”87  
Puechguirbal’s work shows that categorizing women and men 
in these oppositional and hierarchical dualisms valorizes men 
as warriors and protectors with agency, while women are often  
devalued as victims and vulnerable and lacking agency.88

Tiessen’s critical discourse analysis of Canadian policy docu-
ments, reports, and talk of operational experience demonstrates 
that gender essentialism has similarly permeated Canada’s na-
tional doctrine and defence practices related to WPS and the 
implementation of UNSCR 1325.  Tiessen notes that gender es-
sentialism, referring to fixed and universal qualities associated 
with sex, is littered throughout Canadian policy documents.  
Tiessen’s analysis tracks gender essentialism in Canadian policy 
and reveals that discourse89 within policy and talk about wom-
en’s vulnerability and helplessness in fragile state contexts which 



 250 | FROM KNOWING TO DOING: 

CANADA

associates women almost exclusively with vulnerability, rather 
than focusing on “deeply entrenched social and cultural values 
that affect gender power relations.”90  These stereotypes position 
women as lacking agency and contribute to hierarchical and op-
positional91 assumptions that “if women can be assumed to be 
civilians, and are innocent and vulnerable, it is they in particular 
(along with children, the elderly and the disabled) who must be 
protected.”92

Similarly, Wright notes that there have been material effects re-
lated to the process of naturalizing and essentializing roles for 
women and men within NATO.  Wright posits that gender essen-
tialism is “exacerbated through the overrepresentation of women 
in posts responsible for delivering on UNSCR 1325, particularly 
given that a number of these women have no previous experi-
ence of or expertise on the issue.”93

Resonating with Tiessen’s work, Wright observes that trans-
formations of cultural and social gender orders continue to be 
evaded as gender constructivism, “which views gender identities 
as culturally shaped and acquired,”94 is undermined by ongoing 
gender essentialism.95  Wright contends that conceiving of gen-
der analyses and work as a natural fit for women in NATO only 
serves to demonstrate a fundamental weakness present within 
UNSCR 1325 since its inception. That is, UNSCR 1325 had  
already framed gender as synonymous with women.96

Wright’s observation brings us to the final distinction we make 
between the gender perspectives envisioned by drafters of  
UNSCR 1325, and the implementation of gender perspectives 
within the UN, NATO and among member nations:  the equating 
of gender with women’s issues.  Essentialist language illuminated 
in the critical discourse analyses of UN, NATO and member state 
documents show an interchangeability of the words gender and 
women.97  Viewing gender and women as synonymous poses sig-
nificant challenges for work towards the kind of transformational 
change that the drafters of UNSCR 1325 had envisioned. The 
radical feminist stance of the resolution’s drafters to create gen-
der equality through feminist work that dismantles patriarchy,  
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hierarchical gender systems and other systems of power (e.g., 
racism, heteronormativity, capitalism and ethnocentrism), have 
often been undermined using politically correct and depoliti-
cised versions of gender perspectives.98  What is left after gender’s 
depoliticization is a concept which emphasises the work women 
must do to address women’s problems (i.e., problems which pre-
sume no societal or cultural influence, no relation to men, and 
no relation to gender).99  For example, equating gender perspec-
tives with women’s problems devolves understandings of gender 
to an often essentialized focus on women’s vulnerability to sexual 
violence and exploitation in absence of discussions about men 
as vulnerable or aggressors,100 women’s lack of education and 
health in pre-conflict, post-conflict and development contexts,101 
women’s recruitment and retention in militaries and women in  
positions of authority within militaries and governments.102 

Forgoing analyses of what cultural constructions of gender have 
to do with women’s inequality avoids critical thinking about pow-
er, conflict and peace, just as it evades discussion about asym-
metric gender relations among men and women.  Instead gender 
perspectives have often focussed on women “because of their 
disadvantaged position in societies,”103 rather than the relational 
and complex roles all people play in maintaining and contest-
ing gender inequality.  While gender perspectives concern “the 
equal rights and opportunities of everyone,”104 the brunt of work 
towards gender equality typically rests squarely on the shoulders 
of women, often bifurcating women’s practices from maintaining 
unequal gender orders.  Men’s role in gender inequality is also 
obfuscated in the process, as are the roles of class, race, sexuality, 
ability and other intersecting systems of domination. 

Assuming women are experts on gender by virtue of being wom-
en, and simply placing some women into decision-making roles, 
does little to highlight how gender relations among men, within 
groups of women, as well as between men and women, stratify 
people in gendered and gendering ways in societies. Placing 
women in powerful positions, and increasing their representation 
in processes of peace, while necessary for gender equality, does 
not automatically amount to an intervention on patriarchy or  
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masculinist gender hierarchy. As Cockburn writes, it is the 
de-radicalization and de-politicization of gender perspectives 
that has left gender inequity and the “war system essentially 
undisturbed.”105 Feminist and international security gender 
scholar Jane Papart notes that it is often the economic, political 
and cultural forces of societies and their institutions that reject 
challenges to “established gender hierarchies and practices,” and 
thus it is these social and cultural processes that enable trans-
formational gender projects like WPS and UNSCR 1325 to “slip 
imperceptibly into a woman-only focus.”106  In this way, transfor-
mations in gender inequality depends deeply on the reflexivity 
of UN, NATO, their member states and their defence agencies.  
Each must also undergo processes of internal reflection to con-
front and change the already gendered social, economic, political 
and cultural forces that pose barriers to gender equality within 
and outside of their institutions.

Carol Cohn, feminist scholar and founding director of the Con-
sortium on Gender, Security and Human Rights, conducts train-
ing on UNSCR 1325 and gender to UN Department of Peacekeep-
ing Operations and to leaders in the militaries and governments 
of the US, Democratic Republic of Congo, Melanesia, Kosovo  
and Iraq.107  Cohn notes that during her work with the US mili-
tary, the word gender was “all over the place.”108  Cohn observes 
that in the US military, use of the word “gender” referred most 
often to gender integration, while in the UN, use of the word 
referred to gender balance and mainstreaming.  In both cases, 
gender assumed a “more neutral, less inflammatory word than 
patriarchy,” but while it was used frequently, the meaning of the 
term remained somewhat opaque.109  In Cohn’s words “everyone 
is supposed to integrate a ‘gender perspective’ in their programs, 
but many people simply don’t have a real clue what that means.”110 

So, in the process of making gender politically correct, and with 
the aim of making gender more palatable to masculinist111 and 
male-dominated institutions by separating it from its femi-
nist roots, many feminist scholars have lamented that gender  
perspectives have lost their transformative power.112 This inten-
tional opacity of gender perspectives within local institutionalized 
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contexts (e.g., international institutions, national departments, 
and militaries) has left the concept open to co-optation, to de-
vices of imperialism, and to strengthening militarization rather 
than forwarding practices of demilitarization.113 Rather than 
transforming gender inequalities, the implementation of gender 
perspectives in localized national defence institutions such as the 
Canadian Armed Forces114 and the US military115 have more of-
ten been used in ways that promote war systems and protect the 
status quo.116

In view of the cultural and political obstacles that practitioners 
face in advancing WPS and UNSCR 1325 in militaries, govern-
ment departments and international institutions, it is critically 
important that gender inequality be re-politicized.  Politicization 
of gender happens through active awareness of, and challenges to, 
patriarchy.  It also happens through work to transform hierarchi-
cal and oppositional gender orders. Acknowledging that NATO, 
the UN, most governments, departments, NGOs, militaries and 
civilian institutions maintain masculinized and male-dominated 
cultures, often hostile to femininities and women, is a good first 
step on the road towards gender equality.  As Shepherd argues, 
transcending patriarchal gender orders requires more than a 
direct focus on employment equity and attention to how many 
men versus women rise to power in governance, politics, fami-
lies, businesses or militaries.  It takes more than a focus on equal-
ity between men and women in a system that benefits males. As 
masculinities and feminist scholar Sandra Whitworth proposes, 
challenging patriarchy takes the recognition and transformation 
of the gender relations that marginalize women and privilege 
some men over others.  It requires a deeper look at the role of 
masculinities in societies.117 

FRAMING GENDER PERSPECTIVES FOR  
PROFESSIONAL MILITARY LEARNERS

It is important, then, to teach gender perspectives carefully, 
knowing that when gender perspectives are invoked, there are a 
multiplicity of meanings, assumptions and understandings about 
what is really being examined and why.  For example, speaking 
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plainly about patriarchy is a good way to demonstrate what is 
at stake when examining gender relations; military professionals 
can determine how and why gender analyses are vitally impor-
tant to learning about culture. 

Postmodern, intersectional and anti-colonial feminists, among 
others, have illuminated how culture and patriarchy are inextri-
cably linked.  Patriarchy has much to do with culture.  Differ-
ent cultures idealize maleness and masculinities differently.  In 
patriarchal societies, males as a group objectively benefit from 
social norms and practices which valorize maleness and mas-
culinities over womanhood and femininities.  Yet, the process 
of idealizing specific qualities of femininities and masculinities 
is social.118 In other words, men’s patriarchal supremacy over 
women is historical and created over time.  It is not natural, nor 
a product of biology.119  Instead, patriarchy depends on the his-
tories, conditions and contexts through which power and social 
order are understood and practiced in gendered or gendering 
terms.120  Culture, in this feminist understanding, is gendered. 

The patriarchal gendering of culture is important to examine.  As 
international relations feminist Cynthia Enloe suggests, thinking 
critically about patriarchy in diverse cultures is important be-
cause it means you have to ask about the daily operations of both 
masculinity and femininity in relationship to each other.  It is not 
men-on-top that makes something patriarchal; it is men who are 
recognized and claim a certain form of masculinity, for the sake 
of being more valued, more “serious,” and “the protectors of/and 
controllers of those people who are less masculine” that makes 
any organization, any community, and any society patriarchal.  
It is never automatic; it is rarely self-perpetuating.  It takes daily 
tending.  It takes decisions – even those masked as “traditions.”  
It relies on many women finding patriarchal relationships com-
fortable, sometimes rewarding.121

While the effect of males typically holding positions of power in 
families, workplaces, social groups and governments in patriar-
chal societies is the same, it is the processes through which male 
power is claimed in culturally-specific gender norms, practices 
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and ideals that dictate how this effect comes to be.122  The ways 
in which gender relations look and feel are unique to each cul-
ture and the changing contexts and conditions that influence 
them.  Patriarchal cultural norms, beliefs and worldviews which 
idealize ways of being men and denigrate feminine qualities as-
sociated with women are learned.  These learned ideas are in-
culcated in systems and institutions, imprinted in language, and 
lived through the everyday practices and relations between and 
among people.123 Thus, as patriarchy is subject to culture, and as 
culture is made up of the practices of people which change over-
time, patriarchy is also subject to change.124  This hopeful, trans-
formational outlook about gender, power and culture was the 
crucial focal point intended for illumination by the drafters of 
Resolution 1325.  Moreover, forwarding transformations of pa-
triarchal culture is an objective shared by postmodern feminists, 
intersectional feminists, feminist masculinities scholarship, and 
many civil society groups. 

Some criticisms of liberal feminism, and other criticisms of the 
way in which NATO has tended to implement gender perspec-
tives, attest that work toward equality for women in absence of 
addressing unjust gender relations only perpetuates existing pa-
triarchal cultures.  The assumption being critiqued is that it is 
possible to achieve equality, justice and fairness without ques-
tioning cultural practices and paradigms which have historically 
privileged men.  For instance, while work to change policy, legis-
lation and institutional structures has produced important gains 
for women in male-dominated institutions such as the Canadian 
Armed Forces,125 this work has not effectively illuminated nor 
challenged how power and privilege are established through the 
maintenance of male-dominated and masculinized cultures.126  
In addition, hierarchical relationships between men, and power 
and privilege between women, are also not adequately investi-
gated when the primary goal is narrowed to sex parity in the 
workplace.127 

In order to understand cultures, it is important to look at how 
people are categorized or placed into “kinds”128 within them.  
The development of kinds of people in cultures allows the people 
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within those cultures to create understandings about difference, 
to construct and learn what qualities and traits constitute “us” 
and “them.” Articulations of difference, if categorized hierarchi-
cally, are the foundation of inequality.129 The development of 
inequality in societies is complex and is relative to intersecting 
power systems such as gender, race and class.130 These intersect-
ing systems are also dependent upon the unique histories and 
contexts of each culture, and are increasingly influenced by re-
gional, transnational and global communication and exchange.131 

The following theories speak to this complexity of inequality and 
inequity’s development in cultures through different lenses.  We 
posit that intersectional theory and masculinities theory pro-
vide an analytical framework for the professional development 
of military personnel and are important to how military profes-
sionals understand the security needs of complex cultures, and 
the inequities within them.

MASCULINITIES THEORY AND MILITARIZED  
MASCULINITIES

Feminist theories and masculinities theorists alike posit that in 
patriarchal cultures around the world, people are organized into 
gendered kinds which socially establish masculinity and males as 
superior to femininity and females.132  Yet gender, as suggested ear-
lier, is not innate.  The link between cultures of male dominance is 
not a product of nature.  It is not possible to possess gender in the 
way that one possesses organs, bones and DNA.133  Instead, gender 
comprises qualities that individuals practice; they put qualities on, 
take them off, and produce gender through these practices.134  As 
sociologist and gender theorist Mimi Schippers offers, gender is a 
cultural product consisting of an “identifiable set of practices” that 
are “taken up and enacted collectively by groups, communities 
and societies.”135  Repeated practices of these idealized sets of gen-
der over time develops and maintains hierarchical and unequal 
access to power and resources in societies.136 

As opposed to some popular understandings, gender is not bio-
logical or essential to individuals. Rather, gender is a social con-
figuration of qualities which are esteemed in culturally specific 



I NTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES ON LEADING EFFECTIVELY           | 257

CHAPTER 12

ways. In this respect, gender is a social practice, and when the 
practices of idealized gender are routinized or normalized, “they 
have widespread cultural and social effects.”137  Social practices 
of gender deeply impact global economic disparity,138 sexual and 
gender-based violence,139 as well as unequal social power and es-
teem among people.140  Gender influences militarism and choices 
to pursue war and diplomacy, conflict, de-escalation and peace.141  
Even the terms of peace itself are gendered and gendering, often 
rendering silent the social, economic and political insecurities of 
people, particularly culturally subordinated individuals, whose 
freedom, rights, and access are impinged by conditions and 
contexts which do not register as meaningful in dominant state-
centred security discourses,142 such as eco-devastation, climate 
change, and neoliberal global restructuring.143  Cockburn goes as 
far as to attest that gender ought to be recognized as predisposing, 
and thus causal in militarisation and war.144 

What masculinities theory highlights in relation to gender is the 
role of masculinity and men in the development and mainte-
nance of male dominated social orders.  Masculinities studies 
in particular show how in patriarchal societies, specific mascu-
line qualities and complimentary feminine qualities come to be 
idealized and practiced in relation to the maintenance of male 
dominance over women as a group.  Drawing from masculinities 
theory, socially esteemed qualities of gender are arranged hier-
archically within the categories of masculinity and femininity, 
establishing through the social practice of gender some men’s 
domination over women and other men.145  Consequently, mas-
culinities theory posits that gender does not operate between 
homogenous groups of men and women, rather gender orders 
are developed in the relations between heterogeneous societies 
of men and women, women and women, men and men, and 
among groups of people who identify outside of or along a spec-
trum of gender categories.  In this way, masculinities theory spe-
cifically challenges sex and gender essentialism by posing that in 
patriarchal societies, the most idealized qualities among contest-
ing and often contradictory masculinities become dominant or  
hegemonic, through the practices of diverse individuals.146 
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Raewyn Connell, feminist scholar and one of the founding the-
orists of masculinities studies, refers to hegemonic masculin-
ity as the most honoured or desired masculine practices within 
patriarchal societies.147 She defines hegemonic masculinity as a 
form of masculinity among multiple and competing masculini-
ties which has achieved social ascendency and is constituted in 
hierarchical relation to other subordinated masculinities, while 
it occupies a dominant position over all forms of femininity.148  
Connell proposes that hegemonic masculinities can be practiced 
by men and some women, and that these practices are histori-
cally constructed, contestable, and can be situated within large 
scale, institutionalized gender practices as well as smaller scale, 
face-to-face relationships and displays of sexuality.149 Recalling 
Enloe’s analysis, hegemonic masculinity depends on male and 
female practice of it, relation to it and maintenance of it.  In some 
contexts, men as well as women practice hegemonic ideals of 
masculinity, and may feel comfortable embodying these socially 
ascendant sets of masculine qualities. Parpart expands on this 
premise noting that “many women gain from associating with 
powerful men and often adopt the beliefs and practices of the 
masculine elite as well as the gendered practices that produce 
that hierarchy.”150 Her work demonstrates that women and men 
cannot be understood as contained categories which automati-
cally identify with their sex,151 and shows that masculinities the-
ory has done a great service in pointing to the fluidity of gender, 
heterogeneity between and among sexes, the gendered character 
of structural inequity and the importance of challenging gender 
inequities in an increasingly unequal global world.152

While some women and men gain from embodying hegemonic 
masculinities, in patriarchal societies, most masculinities which 
become hegemonic propagate narrow ideals of maleness and 
masculinities nevertheless.153 In the process, the practice and 
normalization of masculinities which become hegemonic work 
to subordinate other forms of masculinity, femininities and fe-
males.  Most scholarly applications of hegemonic masculinity, 
and its militarized masculinity derivative, have emphasised that 
despite changing global contexts and conditions which have 
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sometimes professionalized and softened hegemonic mascu-
linities, these softer, less aggressive, less traditionally combative 
masculinities still maintain male dominant gender orders.154  In 
this way, the theory of hegemonic masculinity has been used to 
examine and explain male domination and gender hierarchy in 
groups, communities, and institutions globally across a wide 
range of academic and empirical fields.155 Illuminating gender’s 
relation to security, conflict and peace, hegemonic masculinity 
has also been used to investigate gender orders within militaries, 
and in relation to militarism.156

Militarized masculinity, drawing from the tenets of hegemonic 
masculinity, is a term used to explain the development of patriar-
chal gender relations specifically within militaries. Whitworth and 
anti-colonial feminist scholar Sherene Razack’s gender analyses of 
the Canadian military, for example, have demonstrated the ways 
in which idealized forms of masculinity have been (re)produced 
and maintained in the processes of molding people into soldiers, 
creating sexualized, racialized and sexed gender orders within  
the military.157 In addition, militarized masculinity is thought to 
be representative of masculinist discursive practices which are  
utilized within military institutions in order to constitute and  
reproduce soldiers.158  In this way, militarized masculinity com-
prises the practice of hegemonic gender in military organizations 
and institutions, as well as dominant gender ideals embedded  
in military talk, texts and symbols.159 

While Whitworth and Razack highlight militarized masculin-
ity in the Canadian military context, militarized masculinity has 
also achieved much international scholarly acclaim160 and has 
come to be understood generally as the way in which military 
institutions idealize and normalize specific forms of combative, 
competitive and aggressive masculinities.161  These specific forms 
of masculinity have been thought to be most often founded on 
principles of “violence and aggression, institutional unity and 
hierarchy.”162 Militarized masculinity has also been used to illu-
minate more than the gender practices that happen among and 
between military personnel and the gendered ideals that domi-
nate military doctrine and discourses.  As feminist international 
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relations scholar Maya Eichler attests “militarized masculinities 
can help us further understand a range of phenomena from a 
state’s ability to wage war to the outsourcing of military and se-
curity functions, as well as the restrictions placed on women’s 
military service.”163

Drawing on work which demonstrates that militaries are deeply 
masculinized institutions, analyses have shown that militar-
ies and their gender orders do not exist in isolation.164 Rather, 
militaries are influenced by their location within complex webs 
of masculinist histories, patriarchal social conditions and of-
ten unequitable cultural contexts.165 These contexts and condi-
tions are ever changing, and affect the ways in which hegemonic 
militarized masculinity is assumed and practiced in contempo-
rary military relations, practices and operations. For instance, 
Puechguirbal links hegemonic masculinity to contemporary 
peacekeeping, arguing that the masculinist language cited in UN 
doctrine often gets transmuted into essentializing gender roles 
in operations which reinforce gender inequality.166 Similarly, 
Parpart reflects that scholarly work on new wars have often car-
ried essentialized images of militarized men as being economi-
cally disadvantaged yet possessing “guerrilla chic” masculinities 
through designer clothing, guns and pick-up trucks, while wom-
en are essentialized in oppositional terms via images of vulnera-
bility.167  Her work, particularly in relation to contemporary con-
flict and theorization about new wars, attempts to move beyond 
gender and sex essentialisms. She argues for a theorization of 
contemporary conflict that investigates the intersections of pov-
erty, masculinity and conflict. This feminist and intersectional 
gender-based theorization helps to uncover how existing patri-
archal gender relations may be exacerbated in conflict contexts 
as combatants rationalize violence “on the basis of the suffering 
and frustration they have endured due to poverty and neglect.”168   
Parpart’s analyses of militarized masculinities in contemporary 
conflict shows how multiple systems of power produce different-
ly gendered and gendering relations which are culturally specific 
and often compounded in conflict. 
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Opening up gender frameworks to complexity, theorizations of 
militarized masculinity have also helped to analyse how militar-
ies contain multiple and conflicting masculinities such as “offi-
cers and squaddies, combat soldiers and administrative clerks, 
experienced war-weary generals and gung-ho new recruits, and 
so on.”169  At the same time, this complexity of gender in militaries 
has rarely worked to disturb potent gender myths, such as ones 
that link combat with the ultimate test of a man’s masculinity,170 
that suggest war and conflict are inevitable as Thomas Hobbes 
had imagined,171 and that militarization is thus a necessary or 
natural part of life.172 As Duncanson notes, while militarized 
masculinity has unearthed complexities in gender, it has also il-
luminated commonalities that connect idealized masculinity in 
most state militaries, particularly in relation to war fighting. 

Qualities which seem to cross over most professional military 
organizations tend to include “strength, physical fitness, aggres-
sion, action, competitiveness, and the ability to dehumanize the 
enemy and defeat them in combat, along with some not so di-
rectly connected to combat: heterosexual (and actively so) and 
hard drinking, for example.”173 These specific qualities are tied 
to masculinity and ideations of what it takes or looks like to be 
both a man and an effective soldier, aviator or sailor.  This nar-
row scope of masculine qualities and behaviours is attributed to 
a soldierly archetype, where limited gendered qualities are ideal-
ized within military societies.  In contexts where more aggressive 
qualities of militarized masculinities become exacerbated, the 
material consequences can be grave.  The practice of particularly 
aggressive and violent militarized gender has had dire effects for 
military institutions, military members and civilian populations, 
as made evident in Whitworth174 and Razack’s175 investigations 
of discrimination and violence by members of the Canadian 
Armed Forces. 

Yet, the fact that these toxic gender practices happen, does not 
mean that all soldiers practice them, nor does it mean that most 
personnel do.  As Duncanson notes, militarized masculinity is 
an expression of a cultural ideal to which all military members 
are measured against.176 This ideal often tends to be so narrow 
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that it is often difficult to embody, and while hegemonic milita-
rized gender is an ideal, this ideal is contingent upon the condi-
tions and contexts which change over time, and thus idealized 
gender qualities are also subject to change.  As Whitworth ex-
plains, militarized masculinity in the Canadian Armed Forces 
has tended to constitute a denigration of femininities, and has 
typically worked to subordinate women to a masculine ideal  
of soldier.177 Canadian Artillery Lieutenant-Colonel Anne  
Reiffenstein observes that within the Canadian Armed Forces, 
being a good combat soldier is “promoted within an essentially 
masculine framework” where “strength = male; weakness = 
female.”178 As illustration, Reiffenstein recalls a battalion sergeant- 
major remarking to members falling out of line on a march that 
they were “marching like a bunch of women,” and how she in 
turn came to internalize this masculine ideal of soldier, chastis-
ing herself by saying “don’t be such a woman.”179 

What Reiffenstein, Duncanson and Whitworth each identify is 
a common relation of militarized masculinity to the devalua-
tion of femininities.180  Duncanson writes that most militaries 
employ strategies meant to feminize men for misalignment with 
idealized masculine gender norms.  This institutional cultural 
construction of femininity has negative impacts on men and 
poses significant problems for female members.  Disparaging 
femininities, by associating feminized qualities with inferiority 
for instance, signals to female members that they do not belong 
in the military, that they must change in order to fit, and must 
adopt masculine qualities to succeed.181  Feminist political sci-
entist Andrea Lane notes that in the Canadian Armed Forces, 
the default idealization of soldier is male, but importantly, this 
standard male is also narrowly masculine.182  She posits women 
require integration within this masculinized template and are 
expected to conform not just on the basis of competency. As 
Taber suggests, women are also measured by how they “partici-
pate in or put up with masculine activities...such as drinking, 
swearing, making sexual innuendos, and watching pornographic 
movies.”183  Lane contends that success in the Canadian military 
has often required women to explicitly or implicitly “adapt to 
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the masculine atmosphere by denying their femaleness, lest their 
presence be seen as de-gendering and thus ‘emasculating’ the 
institution.”184

A contrasting practice, then, would be to valorize femininities 
within the military and within military identities.  While there 
are militarized femininities that could also be toxic, aggressive or 
complicit with patriarchal gender orders, there are femininities 
which could be employed that contest patriarchal gender ideals 
and relations among military personnel and between person-
nel and civilian societies. As Duncanson articulates, equitable 
military gender would likely first adapt to feminine practices 
and norms before engaging with the more difficult challenge 
of equality and democracy among members.185  Unfortunately, 
Duncanson, Parpart and Partridge note respectively that milita-
rized masculinities have consistently been applied in ways that 
make transformations of existing gender orders within militaries 
seem elusive or impossible.186 

Duncanson notes that Western militaries have experienced rapid 
change in the 21st century, shifting from traditional adversarial 
warfare to complex and amorphic missions tending toward 
peace-building and stabilization.187 Influenced by changing po-
litical, economic, and cultural systems of their states, militaries 
have downsized, modernized and become increasingly profes-
sionalized.188  While many feminist studies have charged mili-
taries with merely adapting militarized masculinity to chang-
ing contexts while keeping male dominance and patriarchy in 
militaries intact, Duncanson, Parpart and Partridge each note 
that hopeful contestations of more toxic idealizations of mascu-
linity have been slowly giving way to resistant and challenging 
masculinities and femininities within military organizations.   
Duncanson, in particular, illustrates this change when she iden-
tifies a contrasting British military masculinity to the combat 
model noted by Reiffenstein and Lane in the Canadian context.  
In this model, masculinity is reflective of conflict resolution, 
and is embodied through “practices of communication, negotia-
tion, humanitarianism, sensitivity, compassion, and empathy.”189   
Such alternative masculinities challenge traditional militarized 
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masculinity in ways that could be disruptive of institutional hi-
erarchical gender social orders. These articulations of military 
gender stand to be transformational of patriarchal hegemony 
within military cultures. 

As military sociologist Gerhard Kummel argues “the military is a 
gendered institution, but also a gendering one. As such, the mili-
tary is principally capable of constructing multiple femininities 
and masculinities.”190  In this way, gender practices and relations 
which have been noted as toxic or hostile to women and LGBTQ 
(i.e., lesbian, gay, bi-sexual, transgender and queer) personnel191 
within the Canadian military have the potential to be challenged 
and changed. Supposing, then, that military members are social-
ized through and in unjust and inequitable gender norms and 
relations throughout their careers, challenges to transformations 
may arise as military members come to consider gender inequal-
ities as normal, part of the job, or cease to recognize institution-
alized gender inequality.  In this case, there is a great deal of work 
to be done to demonstrate how gender inequality in the military 
presents itself as normal, and what is at stake in the normaliza-
tion of institutional gender hierarchies.

Through demonstrations of what constitutes gender inequal-
ity within military institutions, unfair and inequitable gender 
norms, practices and relations are subject to being unlearned.  
What we are suggesting is that through processes of military 
students’ academic and personal reflection, gendered biases, 
stereotypes, and discrimination can be identified, targeted and 
overcome. By learning about the ways in which armed forces are 
themselves masculine institutions,192 and by recognizing how 
the military socializes and constructs professionalism, soldier-
ing, and military work through masculinized models of thinking 
and behaviour,193 military members can develop the self-insight 
required to redefine gender norms towards equality and think 
critically about complex gendered social arrangements and envi-
ronments within the military and beyond. 

Yet, developing a transformational gender perspective within 
militaries also requires an investigation and contestation of the 
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intersecting systems of power which facilitate the maintenance of 
each military’s specific gender order such as racism, class, sexu-
ality, ability, religion, colonialism, imperialism and capitalism.194  
To understand and challenge inequalities within militaries and 
outside of them, military professionals must also be knowledge-
able about the workings of intersectionality.

INTERSECTIONAL THEORY

Intersectionality, a theory of intersecting systems of inequality 
proposed by legal feminist scholar Kimberle Crenshaw, refers to 
the way in which people’s identities come to be culturally con-
structed through overlapping social classifications such as race, 
gender, class and sexuality.195 Crenshaw’s theory of intersec-
tionality originated as a critique of identity politics and White 
feminism. Identity politics, or the political grouping of people 
into kinds such as racial or gendered kinds, tended to assume 
that those within a dominant categorization such as “women” or  
“African-American” were generically or homogenously dominat-
ed or biased against in societies based on difference.196  Crenshaw 
illuminates this tendency through case studies on the intersec-
tion of race, sexism and employment197 as well as sexual violence 
against African-American women in the late 20th century.198 In 
both cases, Crenshaw shows that oppression was manifest and 
compounded by two or more ideologically separate systems 
of oppression, namely, racism (i.e., anti-black racism), sexism 
and capitalism. In the case of sexual violence against African  
American women she writes “when the practices expound iden-
tity as woman or person of colour as an either/or proposition, 
they relegate the identity of women of colour to a location that 
resists telling.”199

This either/or paradigm was among several other failings of 
identity politics and white feminisms that Crenshaw identified 
within mainstream liberal discourse. Crenshaw writes that in 
identity politics, to be categorized in a group meant being in-
trinsically tied to a negative framework in which membership to 
that group precluded one from social power.  She notes instead 
that categorizing difference does not necessitate domination or  
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hierarchy among differences, but rather that outlining differences 
can be a source of social empowerment and reconstruction.200  In 
Crenshaw’s words, “the problem with identity politics is not that 
it fails to transcend difference, as some critics charge, but rather 
the opposite – that it frequently conflates or ignores intragroup 
differences.”201 

Crenshaw speaks also to how anti-racist and feminist move-
ments and politics were siloed. This theoretical and political iso-
lation left no place to consider African-American women’s ex-
periences of violence as their experiences were positioned at the 
intersections of race and gender, feminism and anti-racism.202  
Crenshaw’s early work stands as an unmitigated contribution 
to studies of inequality as it uncovered unequal power relations 
within feminism in the US and works to challenge latent inequi-
ties elsewhere.  Her later analysis in Mapping the Margins also 
demonstrates that dominant calls for sex and gender equality 
in American feminism were based largely on the needs and in-
equities of White American women and did not give voice to 
the unique barriers and multiple oppressions faced by African- 
American women. 

Considering the unequal power dimensions within processes 
of constructing kinds of people, as well as showing the ways in 
which intersecting social systems of oppression compound peo-
ple’s experiences of subordination, can elucidate for professional 
military members how multiple mechanisms of social power 
such as race, gender, and class are not mutually exclusive, but 
intrinsically tied.  These enmeshed systems of oppression work 
to stratify members identified within layered groupings, disrupt-
ing individuals’ assumed essential or universal characteristics in 
dominant discourses.  In this way, intersectionality is a critical 
thinking tool that can be used to overcome essentialism and uni-
versal thinking.  Intersectional thinking erodes essentialisms by 
examining the ways in which internal exclusions and margin-
alization’s within a group form, and therefore, intersectionality 
gives insight as to how these marginalization’s rely on the inter-
sectional identities of a few.203 
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Adding to the concept, feminist queer theorist Jasbir Puar ar-
gues that uses of intersectionality have often tended to assume 
that “race, class, gender, sexuality, nation, age, [and] religion” 
are “separable analytics and can thus be disassembled.”204  She 
suggests instead that, in understanding the multiple and chang-
ing systems which form oppression and marginalization, it is 
imperative that intersectionality is reframed as an assemblage,205 
defined as an “affective conglomeration that recognizes other 
contingencies of belonging.”206  In any assemblage, she contends, 
there are “series of dispersed but mutually implicated and messy 
networks [which] draws together enunciation and dissolution, 
causality and effect, organic and nonorganic forces.”207 In this 
way, intersections of systems such as gender, sexuality, race and 
class, are mutually constitutive and cannot be theorized or un-
derstood without acknowledging their socially embedded rela-
tions.  Intersectionality and assemblage are complimentary theo-
ries which purport, in similar fashion to hegemonic masculinity 
that systems of oppression are in flux, contestable and chang-
ing throughout time.  Like masculinities theory, intersectional-
ity and assemblage forward the possibility of transformations in 
hierarchical gender orders and challenges to men’s domination 
over women. 

While drawing from feminist theories of gender, Whitworth and 
Razack’s work each utilize a complementary intersectional ap-
proach to uncover the multiple systems of oppression at work 
in the Canadian Armed Forces in their examinations of circum-
stances culminating in the Somalia Affair. Razack’s work notes 
intersecting systems of power such as racism, imperialism, co-
lonialism and patriarchy as impacting factors legitimizing the 
use of violent and sexualized force against Somali peoples by  
Canadian peacekeepers, then members of the Canadian military’s 
since disbanded Airborne Regiment.208 Avoiding ethnocentrism 
means that military members must recognize institutional  
ideals, norms and practices which constitute a narrow “us” of the 
military, measured against a radical “other.”209  In the context of 
the Somalia Affair, Razack poses that peacekeeper masculinity 
operated through intersecting understandings of power where 
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Somali peoples were understood as inferior to Canadians, and 
oppositional to the “Just Warrior/Beautiful Soul Peacekeeper.”210  
Somali civilians were understood in this paradigm as back-
ward, barbaric, weak and uncivilised.211  These categorizations of  
Somali peoples as different were reliant on the intersections of 
colonial, racist, and gendered ideals, which became hegemonic 
among members of the regiment.

Drawing on lessons from the military’s past in not learning about 
gender and intersecting systems of power, the military risks its 
members losing touch with their place in building peace.  As 
Razack argues “the dehumanization of others is more easily ac-
complished and condoned when we understand those others 
to be different and when we understand ourselves to be stand-
ing outside of the world’s crises as impartial and compassionate 
observers.”212 

The study of intersectionality allows military members to empa-
thize with difference and the relative positions of people within 
society based on their relations with multiple systems of op-
pression, but importantly, intersectionality can also indicate to 
military members where their location is in facilitating equality 
and peace based on the recognition of their own relations with 
similar oppressions. 

Recent work on the intersections of sexuality and gender also 
show that the lesbian and gay Canadian military members face 
“fairly widespread discrimination in the military environment.”213  
The oppression of lesbian and gay personnel has also been linked 
to the Canadian military’s “institutional demands to meet the 
requirements of a hyper-masculine-heteronormative soldier 
ideal.”214  Additional intersections have included ethnic, linguis-
tic and religious systems, where norms and idealizations within 
the Canadian military have historically privileged the English 
language, English cultures, whiteness and to a lesser degree, 
Protestant ties to Christianity as standard.215

Using the cultural specificities of the Canadian military as an 
example, professional military members can investigate multiple 
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systems of oppression that are present within their own mili-
tary culture.  In the process of delving into an intersectional and  
gender-based examination, military professionals can come 
to understand how multiple and overlapping social struc-
tures stratify personnel along implicit, and sometimes explicit,  
cultural categories in relation to hegemonic organizational un-
derstandings of professionalism and the soldierly identity. This 
introspective and reflexive learning creates a foundation for 
critical thinking about security, inequality and cultures beyond 
and outside of military students’ own institutional culture. De-
termining ways for leaders to adapt their problem-solving skills 
through thinking about the intersections of culturally specific 
systems of power (e.g., gender, race, class, sex, sexuality, ability 
and religion) would avoid problems inherent in NATO courses 
which teach gender absent of culture.216  

APPLICATIONS:  USING NEW PERSPECTIvES 
TO SOLvE COMPLEX PROBLEMS
Drawing on the first two sections, the final portion of this chap-
ter turns to the practical applications for military leaders to 
apply gender and cultural perspectives.  Consideration will be 
given to both internal and external contexts; specifically, apply-
ing these perspectives in both deployed military operations and 
in the development of internal military policies, programs and 
procedures.   

Professional Military Education (PME) developers in Canada 
typically take the view present in the Canadian NAP for the 
implementation of the WPS agenda that understanding gen-
der is prerequisite to understanding the operation of inequal-
ity in cultures within contemporary security environments.217  
As referenced in Canada’s Feminist Foreign Assistance Policy, 
“a feminist approach does not limit the focus of our efforts to 
women and girls; rather, it is the most effective way to fight the 
root causes of poverty that can affect everyone:  inequality and 
exclusion.”218  Yet, teaching about gender in professional mili-
tary education institutes has tended to eclipse the crucial role of  
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gender’s complexity by often relegating investigations of gender 
to women’s issues.  For instance, in Canadian military academies, 
teaching about sex and gender-based violence in fragile or vul-
nerable populations, tends to be examined as a problem affecting 
women, and not a gender relation which affects all sexes.  Other 
topics which frame gender as a women’s issue include women’s 
recruitment and retention within the armed forces and wom-
en’s participation in peace-building.  In these cases, patriarchal 
gender relations, norms and myths within societies and military 
cultures which deeply implicate men and masculinities are not 
often subject to investigation and contestation.  Similar to the 
criticisms of applications in UN, NATO and Canadian doctrine 
referenced in this chapter, teaching about gender in profession-
al military institutions tends to equate gender issues with the 
problems of women, and as a consequence, typically emphasises 
women’s roles in solving them.  

Moreover, teaching gender perspectives to military leaders with-
in NATO military organizations has typically been limited and 
ad hoc.  Learning about gender and cultural perspectives using 
UNSCR 1325, WPS and Gender Based Analysis Plus (GBA+)219 
as tools has often happened in ways that tend to focus think-
ing on contexts external to the military institution and is usually 
read as understanding women’s and to a lesser extent girls’ and 
boys’ problems in international rather than domestic cultures.  
While reference to gender perspectives in Canadian professional 
military education sometimes points to institutional problems 
inside the military organization, these too slip imperceptibly 
into a woman-only focus.220  For example, focus within the mili-
tary institution using gender perspectives at the Canadian Forces 
College have typically been applied to the recruitment and re-
tention of women and, on occasion, diverse populations within 
the military, and to the prevention of sexual misconduct in the 
Canadian military.  Of course, these institutional problems also 
affect men, have to do with men, and are impacted greatly by 
men and women’s relation to gender in military culture, particu-
larly in view of institutional hegemonic militarized masculinity.  
Yet, this is not how gender is typically discussed or viewed when 
gender is mainstreamed in the classroom. 
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What often escapes being taught is members’ socialization 
within the military, the way in which their culture is deeply gen-
dered, and the ways in which participating in that culture gen-
ders personnel often in narrowly masculine terms.  Without a 
deep understanding of gender and culture within the military, 
military professionals will be hard pressed to critically engage 
with intersecting and gendered systems of oppression in cultures 
and contexts outside of their own.  In this way, we posit that 
military members require a process of unlearning institutional  
militarized masculinity and ethnocentrism in order to under-
stand cultures and gender relations in societies outside of the 
military, but also and importantly, military members must be 
able to recognize these processes of inequality to better address 
systemic problems within their organizational culture.

Without the knowledge of institutional gender dynamics and in-
tersections of other systems of power such as race and sexuality, 
and in absence of a process of inward reflection, military mem-
bers can more easily evade thinking about gendered practices, 
norms, and identities in the context of their job.  Too easily, mili-
tary professionals can collapse gender issues into women’s issues 
because the relations among women, among men and among 
all members are obfuscated in the process of making problems 
essentialized sex issues.  Considering gender problems through 
essentialized frameworks provides a vision that there is no real 
work to be done to address them because these problems are as-
sumed to be natural rather than social, due to bad apples rather 
than institutional structures, and unsolvable because gender 
discrimination is normalized as just the way things are.  We as-
sess that the military, though informed by Canadian culture, has 
been able to maintain a culture that is particularly homogenized, 
conservative, and socially closed to gender and cultural diver-
sity.221 We agree with Whitworth’s supposition that the military 
maintains an unequal gender order through the process of mak-
ing its people into soldiers, but push this premise further by pos-
ing that gender inequities are also (re)produced through essen-
tializing gendered problems within the military as the problems 
of women, making them often imperceptible as social ills and 
unrecognizable as cultural discrimination. 
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Socialization in the Canadian military sets conditions for narrow 
and masculinized gender ideals, practices, and norms imbued 
with colonial legacy and patriarchy. Continued socialization, in-
cluding the absence of teaching gender in a nuanced way, nor-
malizes hegemonic gender ideals through essentialist terms, al-
lowing hierarchical gender, racial, ethnic, and sexualized orders 
to stay in place, unmolested by academic and reflexive contes-
tation.  In this way, gender and intersectional problems in the 
military and in missions and operations, and struggles to teach 
gender within the military environment, are social ones which 
are learned overtime in the context of continued patriarchy,  
colonialism, economic disparity, globalization, and increasing 
neo-liberal global restructuring.222 

What is needed is a reconceptualization of militarized gen-
der.  Military members can (re)consider military masculini-
ties, femininities, masculine and feminine practices as part of 
a learning process which supposes the possibility of “radical 
[military culture] change.”223  Rather than essentializing differ-
ences, in the way that Crenshaw describes,224 military members 
can draw on differences amongst and outside of themselves to 
think about gender orders which are neither hierarchical, nor 
patriarchal.225  This practice of learning about gender within the 
military context builds within it reflections of, and contestations 
to, ethnocentrism as well as processes of radical othering hier-
archies which create essentialized dualisms between the self and 
other, us and them.226  Through collaborative learning, military 
members can build upon their communication skills and em-
pathy, challenging us versus them paradigms which often act as 
barriers to professional gender and cultural competencies, and  
ultimately risk mission failure.

ADDRESSING REJECTION AND CHALLENGES

Teaching human security, and by extension anti-militarism, with-
in the military is seemingly paradoxical but necessary. As Dun-
canson notes, hegemonic masculinity within the military, which 
prizes “toughness, force and heterosexual prowess” valorizes 
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a particular way of being a military member and a man.  She 
writes that:

When this way of being a man is valorized, so too are the 
practices of militarization and war – military solutions to 
problems which are arguably better solved in other ways.  
The association of masculinity with toughness, aggres-
sion, and war, and femininity with weakness, passivity, 
and peace privileges “tough” responses to conflict and 
feminizes nonviolent alternatives, reinforcing the systems 
of war and militarism.227

The paradox of considering anti-militarism within the military 
is why teaching gender perspectives is so challenging, as doing 
so forces military members to interrogate the war system, their 
identities, as well as the daily social and professional practices 
which have made them successful soldiers, aviators and sail-
ors.228  Challenges to championing gender perspectives are also 
common elsewhere. When attempting to implement gender per-
spectives through the vehicles of WPS and UNSCR 1325, prac-
titioners in international and national organizations have often 
been confronted with silence, rebuffs and rejection. 

As Puechguirbal notes, there is an “obvious lack of political will 
and commitment” among UN senior leadership to negotiating 
patriarchy, male dominance and hegemonic masculinities.229  
Similarly, Parpart explains that while the “UN Division for the 
Advancement of Women’s Expert Group Meeting about ‘The 
Role of Men and Boys in Achieving Gender Equality’ urged men 
and boys to support gender equality,” it did so “without con-
sidering possible resistance. A key background paper acknowl-
edged the subtle but persistent masculine opposition to gender 
equality.”230  Demonstrating similar practices of rejection, Wright 
recalls institutional reticence to staff bringing forward gender 
and cultural perspectives to NATO leadership.  As was identi-
fied in the observations of practitioners of gender perspectives 
in NATO, teaching gender and culture in PME could also be as-
sociated with emotional and personal agendas, as opposed to an 
institutional mandate which confronts systemic and structural 
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inequality.231 While policy and directives in the Canadian mili-
tary, including within Operation HONOUR, the Canadian 
Armed Forces Diversity Strategy, or Canada’s NAP each have 
mandates to consider culture and gender, implementing these 
could be perceived as personally and emotionally motivated.  
These examples highlight common resistance to gender per-
spectives within various security and organizational domains,  
and demonstrate the multiple ways in which challenges to male 
dominance and masculinised cultures can be repressed. 

Learning from the experiences of others, educators integrating 
gender perspectives, intersectional analysis and human security 
within military curricula ought to be mindful of, and prepared 
for, silence, reticence and rejection.  When these challenges are 
presented, it is possible for educators to overcome them by pro-
viding military members with opportunities to develop empathy 
and enhance critical thinking skills.  This can be done through 
emphasis on collaboration, self-insight, and dialogue in the 
classroom.232 Obstacles to employing gender, intersectional and 
human security approaches can also be eroded by teaching gen-
der perspectives simply, openly, and through collective conver-
sation.233  Giving students the time and space to think critically 
about institutional gender hierarchies and barriers to gender in-
clusivity, and providing opportunities for students to confront 
them together, engages students in practices of empathy and mu-
tual recognition.234  This process prepares military members for 
the sorts of gendered and intersectional considerations which 
affect their ability to operate within complex and changing op-
erations, missions and roles.  Employing gender perspectives 
through open dialogue leads to tough conversations which arise 
out of parsing out and challenging dominant masculine ideals 
in leadership,235 professionalism, soldiering, and peacekeeping.  
These tough conversations parallel those which members will 
encounter in facilitating peace and human security in contem-
porary security contexts.  In giving students the space to ques-
tion identities and practices of leadership, for instance, members 
become engaged in critically analysing masculinize leadership 
identities and oppressive practices. These ideas can be trans-
lated to similar processes in unfamiliar cultures and contexts.  
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Moreover, gender essentialist norms and worldviews – ideals 
which when practiced may have actually helped members to be  
successful in their own careers in part through the processes of 
multiple forms of institutional exclusion and oppression – can 
be identified, understood, and mitigated within and outside of 
members’ own cultures. 

Critical self-reflection about the personal adoption and practice 
of militarized masculinities in different situations and contexts 
may be resisted for complex and multidimensional reasons.  
Some members, including women, whose military roles are more 
closely tied to the soldier identity (e.g., members of the combat 
arms) could be deeply sceptical of interrogating gender norms 
and practices in soldiering.  For example, many female members 
have articulated that they reject being identified as female sol-
diers and would rather identify as gender neutral professionals.  
While gender neutrality moves away from an explicitly sexed or 
sexualized identity to a professional ideal which is not expressly 
categorized by sex, soldier, sailor, and aviator identities remain 
implicitly measured against a male and narrowly masculinized 
standard. Ascribing to gender neutrality, then, often avoids rec-
ognizing that the profession of arms is implicitly gendered and 
masculine in very specific ways.  Frequently, hostility to gender 
perspectives comes from those who may have the most to lose, 
for fear of being pushed back into explicit sexed, sexualized or 
gender categories which reify hierarchical and oppositional dif-
ference. Simply put, some women may be resistant to gender 
perspectives precisely because they have succeeded by embody-
ing maleness or practicing sameness with men in the military.   
In this way, challenges to gender neutrality may force members 
to acknowledge how adopting patriarchal institutional gender 
ideals made it easier to succeed in the military. Yet, these are 
pessimistic views of the possibility of gender equality and inclu-
sivity within and beyond the military, and once gender neutrality 
is recognized as maintaining traditional gender orders, military 
members may be more open to contesting the concept.

While some feminist approaches have viewed militaries as always 
and necessarily imposing militarism, patriarchy, gender inequity 
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and sex or gender-based violence, this has not always been the 
case.  Duncanson’s example of more equitable masculinities 
applied by the British military demonstrates the possibility of 
radical gender transformation in particular contexts.236 Some 
feminist theorizations have been closed to conversations about 
how and if militaries could work to transform extant unjust 
gender orders and forward human security.237  Similarly, most 
scholarship on militarized masculinities has tended to eclipse the 
possibility of transformative gender and cultural change within 
militaries.238  These ideas view the earnest pursuit of human se-
curity and gender equality by military personnel as seemingly 
impossible.  However, drawing on our experiences instructing 
Canadian Armed Forces officers, we offer a critique in which 
work towards an inclusive and distributive gender order has and 
is being claimed and carried by military members.  Collective and 
reflective learning by military personnel has challenged them to 
reconceptualize military culture and identity in view of gender 
equality, diverse groups of people, and complex cultures from the 
inside out. 

IMPLICATIONS FOR LEADERS

One of the ways in which the function of leadership can be de-
scribed is with the differentiation between decision-making and 
sense-making.  In the military context, sense-making applies 
to both the leader’s responsibility to understand the context in 
which they and their team are operating and for the leader to 
assist the members of the team in their own understandings.  
Canadian Armed Forces doctrine highlights these sense-making 
aspects with attention drawn to the need for leaders to manage 
meaning; master civil-military relations; achieve professional 
competence and pursue self-improvement; keep subordinates 
informed by explaining events and decisions; and mentor, edu-
cate and develop subordinates.239  

More critically, effective sense-making is a pre-condition to ap-
propriate decision-making and the resultant direction provided 
to subordinates.  To return to the title of this volume, our prima-
ry comment is that it is necessary to focus on “knowing” before 
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engaging in “doing.”  This chapter has presented a survey of the 
theories, concepts and critiques that can assist those in uniform 
to gain a broader and deeper understanding of their own culture 
and own identity as well as better understand the complex and 
nuanced aspects of identities they will encounter when deployed 
elsewhere.  As we have articulated in this chapter, a good deal of 
this happens in the recognition of hegemonic masculinity with-
in the military, and negotiations among members to valorize 
femininities and a fluid multiplicity of gendered qualities which 
are typically understood as oppositional to hegemonic military 
masculinities but can actually enhance operational and strategic  
efficiency and effectiveness. 

Our primary practical recommendation when leaders shift from 
knowing to doing is to develop an analog to the OODA loop 
(orient, observe, decide and act) with an opposing OOQU loop   
(orient, observe, question and understand.) In this context, ques-
tioning refers to both self-questioning (e.g., asking oneself “have 
I got this right?” or “what biases may be influencing my percep-
tions?”) and seeking perspectives from those holding different 
points of view (e.g., asking oneself “can you explain to me why 
you see it that way?”).  Similarly, understanding pertains to both 
self-insight (e.g., a better appreciation of one’s biases, frames of 
reference and taken-for-granted assumptions) and contextual 
information (e.g., a more nuanced understanding of the cultural 
dynamics in which one is operating).  As with the OODA loop, 
concurrent continuous cycling through the OOQU loop will 
lead to increased levels of knowing, and hence more refined and 
more effective methods of doing.  Our central conclusion is to 
support but expand on a quotation from the Canadian Armed 
Forces Chief of Defence Staff from almost 50 years ago:  “…with-
out a properly educated, effectively trained, professional Officer 
Corps the Forces would, in the future, be doomed to, at the best, 
mediocrity; at the worst, disaster.”240 
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