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FoREWoRd

I am pleased to introduce Overcoming Leadership Challenges, the tenth vol-
ume of the International Military Leadership Association (IMLA) series 
published by the Canadian Defence Academy Press. Established in 2005, 
the IMLA has provided a forum for military leadership researchers, aca-
demics, and members of military leadership institutes to collaborate on a 
wide variety of military leadership projects. The IMLA has recently been 
formally recognized as a permanent Working Group of the International 
Military Testing Association. This publication is one of the tangible out-
comes of this fruitful and vital collaboration.

Overcoming Leadership Challenges addresses both perennial leadership 
challenges and challenges that come from today’s operational environment. 
Despite efforts to recruit, select, train, and develop the best leaders for 
our militaries, there have always been good leaders and bad leaders. This  
volume includes a number of chapters that help explain and understand 
bad leaders and evil leaders. A chapter on pseudoscientific thinking of-
fers a means to understand and deal with bad leaders. The volume also in-
cludes positive approaches to overcoming leadership challenges, including  
surmounting obstacles to enabling transformational leadership and facili-
tating the development of military leaders as professionals.  

Overcoming Leadership Challenges also addresses the challenges faced by 
leaders today. One example is the shift in the use of social media by differ-
ent generations of leaders. Leaders must understand how and when to use 
the convenient, but indirect, forms of communication that social media 
provide, and when to use “old-fashioned” face-to-face communication. So-
cial media can also be used to a military organization’s advantage, as dem-
onstrated in the case study of Australia’s response to the search for Malaysia 
Airlines Flight 370. Finally, the volume includes a chapter on overcoming a 
perennial problem that seems particularly prevalent today: how leaders can 
prepare their subordinates to deal with organizational change.



 iv | OVERCOMING LEADERSHIP CHALLENGES: INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES 

FOREWORD

The IMLA continues to demonstrate its relevance to furthering the under-
standing of the many facets of military leadership. I commend the efforts of the  
authors, editors, and publishing staff in producing this volume and I  
unequivocally support the continued publication of the IMLA series by the 
Canadian Defence Academy Press. 

J.G.E. Tremblay 
Major-General 

Commander 
Military Personnel Generation
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CHAPTER 1

ChaPtER 1

LEadERshiP: simPLiFying thE ComPLEx
Commander Mark Meehan*

intRoduCtion
In 2011, the New Zealand Defence Force (NZDF) recognized the advantage 
that improved leadership development could provide, both at the individ-
ual and the organizational level. However, like many other organizations, 
despite having discrete, isolated, touch points of leadership development 
throughout its organization, a comprehensive system of leadership develop-
ment across the full spectrum of the organization did not exist. The first, 
and in practice the most straightforward, exercise was to establish a lead-
ership development framework. Semi-structured interviews and leadership 
behaviour card sorts were conducted at every level of the organization. This 
information was analyzed and compared against international benchmarks 
to provide a clear and coherent picture of what leadership success looked 
like, behaviourally, at every leadership level in the NZDF.  From this, the 
NZDF Leadership Development Framework (LDF) was created. While the 
identification of what leadership success looked like for the NZDF was rela-
tively simple, the true challenge remained: how to support the understand-
ing and development of leadership from both a theoretical and practical 
perspective within the organization.

In order to support leadership development, the NZDF implemented its 
Leadership Development System (LDS). For the LDS to be effective, a clear 
understanding of what leadership is and how it is developed was required.  
Whilst the NZDF was advanced in its thinking, regarding establishing the 
LDF and providing a very clear picture of the behaviours of a successful lead-
er, an understanding of how these would be developed in its members was 
still in a nascent stage. While it was understood that certain intangible quali-
ties existed in a successful leader, (i.e., they had “soft” skills that supported 
their engagement with those they led), how could they articulate these skills 
and place them alongside the “hard” skills required to be an effective leader  

* The views expressed in this chapter are those of the author and do not reflect those of the New 
Zealand Defence Force or the New Zealand Defence Force Institute for Leader Development.
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in the military? Attempting to provide this clarity exposed a “leadership 
industry” that imparts a myriad of theories, each with supporting models. 
While all of these theories are presented with the aim of unravelling the com-
plexity of leadership, and despite the efforts of a leadership industry, a lack of 
clarity regarding leadership still exists.  This paper has been generated for two 
primary reasons: to support the establishment of the LDS and, perhaps more 
importantly, to provide wider clarity and some points to support the wider 
understanding of leadership and leadership development.

In 1959, Bennis wrote, “of all the hazy and confounding areas in social psy-
chology, leadership theory undoubtedly contends for top nomination. And, 
ironically, probably more has been written and less is known about leader-
ship than about any other topic in the behavioural sciences.”1 It can be argued 
that more than half a century later, Bennis’ statement, for the most part, re-
mains applicable. The neoteric nature of the leadership industry is actually 
undermining the understanding of leadership and leadership development.  
It is not suggested that this is a reflection of any attempt to disguise the issue, 
nor is the issue isolated to the work of any individual, but the issue is reflec-
tive of the industry itself. An industry has developed comprising commercial 
entities,2 bringing their promises of unravelling the conundrum of the “art 
and science of leadership.”3  In an attempt to bring their points of difference 
to the leadership milieu, most theorists have in fact added complexity, not 
elucidated the challenges.  

The current state of the understanding of leadership is defined by Kellerman,  
in her 2012 work The End of Leadership.4 Kellerman delivers a coherent 
dialogue describing an industry that has developed around leadership as a 
construct. An argument is put forward regarding the impact that changes in 
societal norms and advances in technology have had on leadership. Accord-
ing to Kellerman, the requirements of leadership are now different due to the 
new complex environment. Kellerman is not alone in her thinking: notable 
theorists, such as Hazy, Lichtenstein, Uhl-Bien, Marion, Gardner, Pearce and 
Conger,5 all identify with the new and complex leadership milieu. Further-
more, these theorists also consider that the current leadership environment 
requires new perspectives through which to view and resolve the potential 
new challenges. While the irony of the self-fulfilling prophesy is not missed 
by some, on the whole, this perspective in turn supports and feeds the leader-
ship industry.6
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The Goals of This ChapTer
At its core, leadership is about “simplifying the complex.”7 This chapter will 
do this by exploring the fundamental core of leadership. The industry that has 
evolved around understanding and developing leadership argues that today’s 
leadership environment is different, new, and complex. It will be argued that 
this is not the case; the environment within which leaders operate has always 
been constantly changing. Furthermore, the challenge of leadership is not 
any different now than it has ever been.  Leaders have always had to respond 
to new and complex environments, and will continue to have to respond to 
these environments. It is proposed that ensuring successful relationships be-
tween leaders, followers, and all actors involved in the achievement of the 
success of a leadership event is the heart of leadership. This chapter will high-
light that despite the efforts of the leadership industry, an unnecessary lack 
of clarity or understanding still exists in the field of leadership. This chapter 
will explore the current understanding of leadership, and its development, by 
addressing three questions:

Question 1: Does confusion still exist around what leadership is?  

Despite the plethora of studies on the subject, it is posited that confusion still 
exists around what exactly leadership is. Significant research has been con-
ducted, and continues to be conducted, on the subject without any significant 
consensus being achieved. However, this chapter will show that clarity can 
be established.

Question 2: Is the 21st century leadership environment more complex?  

It will be argued that the current lens through which leadership is viewed 
is in fact adding complexity, making the role of leading more challenging. 
As each new leadership era commences, new lenses through which to view 
the issue comes to the fore. In answering this question, some fundamental 
flaws that have occurred in trying to elucidate leadership challenges will be 
exposed.  Consideration of this question will build on the foundations laid 
exploring question one and support simplifying the complex.

Question 3: How can the understanding of leadership, and its development, be 
simplified?  

The challenge will be considered from a humanistic approach. It will ex-
plore what is at the heart of leadership: human interaction. While the con-
tinued exploration of theory brings greater understanding, this exploration 
needs to be based on solid foundations. The discussion provided to answer 
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this question will support individual and organizational development of 
leadership capacity.

Through the exploration of these questions, it will become clear that the in-
dustry that has risen to support the understanding of leadership has, to an 
extent, proved counterproductive. The apparent unabated desire of theorists 
to bring something new to leadership research and add to the leadership 
lexicon has not, on the whole, supported leadership development. Practi-
tioners of leadership are sufficiently challenged just by leading, without be-
ing required to come to terms with a seemingly never-ending supply of new 
leadership models and constructs. This chapter will argue that paring the 
understanding of leadership back to its most basic premise of human inter-
action should be the basis to build upon. While this approach is not radical, 
it is counter to the many new layers and lenses through which to view the 
challenge of understanding leadership.  It will be argued that this approach 
to supporting the understanding of leadership and to developing leadership 
capacity will better serve leadership as a whole.

QuEstion 1: doEs ConFusion  
stiLL Exist aRound What LEadERshiP is?

firsT we musT define leadership. or musT we?
Leadership understanding, and its associated definitions, has moved 
through many epochs and we are now moving through yet another. No-
table leadership theorists, such as Stogdill, Rost, Bass and Northouse, have 
all explored the different lenses through which leadership has historically 
been viewed.8 Each has provided similar chronologies of how the charac-
terization of leadership has altered since its exploration commenced at the 
turn of the 20th century. Distinct leadership taxonomies have been identi-
fied in each decade from the 1920s through to the 1990s.9  The advent of the 
new millennium brought with it a new lens of complexity through which 
to attempt to unravel the leadership conundrum. The lens through which 
leadership is explored keeps changing, attempting to bring a new percep-
tion of clarity to the issue. However, despite significant robust research ef-
forts into the subject, the elucidation and clarity of defining leadership does 
not appear to have been gained.10  

To understand leadership and expand the knowledge of leadership, first it is 
necessary to define it. Or is it?  Whetten’s work,11 “What Constitutes a Theo-
retical Contribution,” is recognized as a model of how to explore theory.12 
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Whetten identifies four key elements required in a body of research: the first 
three of these are the what, the how, the why; the fourth component is actu-
ally made up of a group of three elements: the who, where and when. Unsur-
prisingly, Whetten identifies that establishing what is being explored is an 
underpinning requirement of research, with the what being the “variables, 
constructs [or] concepts” to be tested or expanded upon. Recognizing the 
importance of the theoretical underpinning of defining what leadership is 
has not been missed by some within the academic community.13  However, 
establishing what leadership is, to be able to explore it against Whetten’s the-
oretical model, has proved challenging.

In 1974, Stogdill published his review of the definition of leadership from the 
1920s through to the 1970s.14 This review of 221 definitions failed to draw 
consensus on a singular definition of leadership. This is a failing in the theo-
retical exploration of leadership, looking for a black or white, or binary, an-
swer to a challenge in human nature. It should be accepted that sometimes 
the perfect answer just does not exist. If one were to explore the definition of 
any word, selected at random, across multiple dictionaries, would the defini-
tion be exactly the same? However, the essence of the definition would be 
the same, allowing for individual personalization. This more pragmatic ap-
proach to developing the understanding of leadership has been missed by 
some theorists.

The challenge of the plethora of leadership definitions was recognized by 
Bass, who acknowledged a “surfeit of definitions of leadership.”15 The prag-
matic approach to defining leadership is captured by Bass, who states that 
there are as many definitions of leadership as there are people considering 
what leadership means to them. Bass’s point is that leadership is a very per-
sonal thing. It could be argued that, as the understanding of leadership devel-
oped, finessing of its definition occurred. Under different circumstances this 
could be considered appropriate and a natural progression. However, if one 
considers this in conjunction with the significant changes that have occurred 
in the understanding of the leadership construct, the argument is invalid.

Analysis of leadership as a field of study to support its understanding and de-
velopment did not truly commence until the early 20th century.16 As the field 
of study developed, the predominant focus was placed on individuals and 
their roles as leaders. It was during this phase that leadership was explored 
almost exclusively through the “heroic conceptualization”17 lens of the leader.18 
This lens spurred the associated “great man” theory which evolved into the 
more general concept of trait theory. These theories were popularized in an at-
tempt to help leaders recognize what they should “look like” if they were to be  
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successful.19 The popularity of trait theory waned, largely as a result of the 1948 
work of Stogdill.20 Not dissimilarly to his later work reviewing the definition of 
leadership, Stogdill called into question the trait construct, due to the inability 
of experts to reach universally accepted traits linked to effective leadership. 

The reductionist approach to study is not applicable to understanding lead-
ership. While total agreement on defining leadership may not have been 
achieved, advances in understanding leadership have occurred. This can be 
recognized through how leadership has historically been explored, initially 
being considered solely through the lens of the leader to a more holistic ap-
proach, considering all of the actors involved in the leadership event. Despite 
the lack of agreement on a definition of leadership, a greater understanding 
of the factors impacting leadership has clearly been developed. The challenge 
for theorists is to look at the bigger picture, rather than becoming consumed 
with theoretical perfection. Stogdill’s review of trait theory undermined this 
approach’s academic credibility, but the role human traits play in leadership 
and understanding human interaction still remains valid.21

The leadership ConsTruCT:  
leadinG versus leadership
Further complicating issues in defining leadership arise due to the variability 
in how the leadership construct is considered. At the most basic level, leader-
ship is very personal when looked at through the leader-follower relationship. 
At the other end of the conceptualization spectrum, leadership can be looked 
at through the organizational context. Bass identifies 20 different constructs 
under which leadership could be considered, from the simplistic construct 
of a “leader as a symbol,” “leadership as a process,” through to more abstract 
constructs, such as “leadership as the initiation of structure” and “leader-
ship as the making of meaning.”22 This attempt to capture what leadership is 
should not to be confused with defining leadership; it is an additional level 
of complexity. In his review of Bass’s earlier work, Washbush comments that 
due to the nature of leadership, the crux of leadership is what it is to those 
(i.e., each individual) who are considering it.23  Much as is the case with the 
variations in defining leadership considered previously, Washbush considers 
it appropriate that “we are all free to define the term to suit our own needs.”24 
Bass recognizes the situational nature of leadership and that “the definition 
of leadership should depend on the purposes to be served.”25

In order to elucidate the complex leadership challenge purportedly faced by 
the 21st century leader, it is necessary to unravel the role and requirements of 
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a leader, and to distinguish this from the task of leadership. Bass’s 20 domains 
of leadership provide a robust explanation of leadership context, but more 
simple models can be applied. Friedrich et al.26 reference the work of Yukl27 
in linking leadership to three archetypes: leadership can be considered from 
the perspective of a person, through the lens of a role, or as required by a 
process. However, this can be reduced even further to two archetypes, that of 
the person (the leader), and the process (leadership).

The simple construct of two leadership archetypes, that of the person (the 
leader) and that of the process (leadership), can provide the clarity to leaders 
that is currently missing in the leadership industry.  Schruijer and Vansina28 
argue for the uncomplicated construct, and their work is not incongruous 
with that of Yukl.  If it is considered that Yukl’s role of the leader has to be 
filled by a person, this model is valid. Friedrich and colleagues highlight the 
work of Gronn29 when identifying that “leadership is a complex process in 
which the behavioural roles that often fall under the leadership umbrella may 
be taken up by different individuals.”30 The work of Schruijer and Vansina 
further supports the argument that the function of leadership does not have 
to be fulfilled by a singular person, and that the function can be shared.31  
This concept is reinforced by the shared leadership models, most recently put 
forward by Pearce and Conger32 (this is not a new construct, a point that will 
be expanded further in this chapter).

is leadership so hard To define?
In 2004, the GLOBE Project33 provided a definition of leadership that acts as 
a solid foundation for building the understanding of leadership.  At the 2004 
Calgary GLOBE Project symposium, an international body of social scien-
tists, led by House, considered the definition of leadership. They included the 
definitions of leadership from Stogdill, Bass, and Yukl, referenced previously. 
They considered the roles associated with those affected by acts of leadership, 
including leaders, followers, and groups or organizations, and how leader-
ship is manifested, through its impact and influence.  Furthermore, the sym-
posium considered the impact of a leader’s ability in motivating individuals, 
and the effect of this on the required outcome.  The GLOBE symposium ul-
timately defined leadership as “the ability to influence, motivate, and enable 
others to contribute to the effectiveness and success of the organizations of 
which they are members.”34 With this simple definition, Whetten’s first com-
ponent of theoretical research can be considered established.35 Furthermore, 
and perhaps more importantly, this definition provides a foundation upon 
which to develop a greater understanding of leadership.
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leadership is muCh more Than  
JusT a definiTion
While the lens through which leadership is viewed has changed, the under-
pinning components of leadership, or what leadership intrinsically is, have 
not.  Each definition of leadership recognizes the role of the leader, for it 
is the leader that is ultimately responsible for the success of the leadership 
event.36  It should not be assumed that the role of the leader is fixed or even 
pre-determined; the role can be contingent on the circumstances.  The con-
struct of leadership is not a result of leaders or theorists viewing and now 
understanding leadership through the lens of Complex Adaptive Systems 
(CAS). If a leader exists by the very nature of a leadership relationship then so 
must followers, or those impacted by the actions and decisions of the leader.

The various leadership constructs recognize that the leader’s role is to elicit 
outcomes from an interaction. For this to occur, the leader has to have some 
form of effect or influence on the event and on those involved in the event.  
However, the leader does not operate in isolation; they interact with all those 
involved in the event.37 The leader’s influence is not just a one-way flow. All 
those involved in the event influence the outcome; the leader influences fol-
lowers and in turn followers influence the leader. Similarly, all other play-
ers involved in the outcome play their part and impact outcomes. The only 
absolute in the leadership construct is the reliance on influence; the ability 
to influence is impacted by the leaders, followers, and others involved in the 
leadership event. 

should Confusion sTill exisT around  
whaT leadership is?
Regardless of the construct through which leadership is considered, the 
GLOBE definition provides a solid basis on how to consider leadership. 
The constant rehashing of the definition of leadership, in an attempt to get 
agreement between theorists, adds no value to leadership development.  
Irrespective of whether leadership is examined through each of Bass’s 20 
leadership constructs, Yukl’s three archetypes, or through more contempo-
rary constructs, such as “Shared Leadership,”38 “Authentic Leadership,”39 or 
“Complexity Leadership Theory,”40 leadership is, and will remain, “the ability 
to influence, motivate, and enable others to contribute to the effectiveness and 
success of the organizations of which they are members.”  Clarity regarding 
what leadership is could and should exist. Why then does a lack of consensus 
exist in the leadership industry?  The argument of theorists is that today’s  
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leadership environment is unlike any other. However, this is the argument 
that has been provided in each leadership epoch.

QuEstion 2: is thE 21st CEntuRy  
LEadERshiP EnviRonmEnt moRE ComPLEx? 

The ConTemporary leadership environmenT 
is new, differenT and unlike anyThinG Before. 
or is iT?
The new millennium brought with it fresh challenges for leadership, and the 
leadership industry responded to the need with new models.  Events such 
as the global financial crisis, 9/11, and other “chilling examples of corporate 
and government malfeasance,”41 shattered the trust that had previously been 
placed in organizations and, more specifically, in their leaders.42 Theorists 
and students of leadership argue that the 21st century leader’s role is more 
complex than ever before.43 They posit that leaders today have to deal with 
new complexities that did not burden their predecessors. These complexi-
ties include living in the new knowledge era,44 which in turn is supported by 
advances in technology;45 all of this is exacerbated by the impact of global-
ization.46 These theorists argue that historic leadership models can no lon-
ger support the necessary development of today’s leaders, and has become 
obsolete.47 Some consider that the contemporary leadership challenge is so 
significant that new “special leaders are required.”48 Kellerman goes so far as 
to suggest that today’s era has ushered in the end of leadership as we know 
it.49 In response to this perceived new leadership complexity, neoteric models 
of leadership have been, and continue to be, identified to respond to the sup-
posed modern demands.  

In response to this, Greenleaf identified what he considered to be “the crisis 
of leadership.”50 This crisis of leadership is centred on two themes. First, 
although people recognized the requirement to lead, due to their percep-
tion of the complexity of the issues of the day, they saw the challenge as 
too great. Those required to lead were being blinded by what they saw (and 
this was being reinforced by the leadership experts) as insurmountable 
challenges. Second, Greanleaf proposed what he saw as the rise of “anti-
leaders.” Greenleaf described anti-leaders as those so perplexed by the 
complexities and challenges of modern society that they sought its demise.  
Greenleaf ’s anti-leaders’ answer to dealing with these new complexities was 
a new “leaderless” society.
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leadership To The resCue
Effective leadership can support wider organizational and societal success, 
but it is not the panacea. Richard Barker suggests that “leadership has been 
advocated as a solution to particular personal, social and organizational 
problems.”51 While the exploration of leadership has brought with it ad-
vances in wider societal understanding, exploring wider societal impact 
purely through the leadership lens is flawed. Barker proposes that this is 
an error in the social science approach to the exploration of leadership; 
failings in individuals or society are identified and the manner in which to 
fix the failing is offered, in this instance through more effective leadership.

Barker identifies that many theorists and those involved in the leadership 
industry consider the applicability of leadership from a perspective that is 
no longer applicable, if in fact it ever was.52 This argument is credible when 
considered from the perspective of theorists analyzing leadership through 
the great man construct. However, it suggests that leadership theorists are 
not adding to the wider body of knowledge, which is not the case. The 
understanding of leadership research, its impact, and how it can positively 
impact the wider community is adding value, but this value needs to be 
distilled. There is clear evidence associating the behaviours of leaders and 
the impact on those they lead,53 however, leadership is not the cure-all. 
The industry that supports its understanding must concentrate on adding 
value, where it can, to the leaders it is attempting to support.

The role of The leadership indusTry
In 2000, Day recorded his view that “leadership development appears to be 
at its zenith.”54 Since then, the field of study has burgeoned to such a size 
that it is in itself now viewed by some as an industry55 that has “generated 
a complex web of theories and frameworks.”56 As with many industries, 
there are tools aimed to support its understanding and growth, both at an 
individual and organizational levels. These tools are supposed to offer the 
actors in the industry greater ease in achieving their required end-state, or 
success. A gratuitous propensity to reinvent itself appears to exist in the 
leadership industry. It continuously looks for new, arguably unnecessary, 
lenses through which to explore the leadership construct. The most recent 
topic, or justification for new analysis of leadership requirements, is what 
is considered to be the current complex environment. It has resulted in 
adding greater complexity through an ever expanding leadership lexicon, 
models of comparison, and the increasing multitude of lenses through 
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which leadership is viewed. The current view of leadership complexity has 
in fact detracted from the development of leadership capacity. 

Social science as a whole could be seen to be the problem in attempting to 
understand leadership.  Attempts to simplify a problem have actually result-
ed in its overcomplication.  Rather than using a systems approach of looking 
at the underlying issues of leadership, the leadership industry appears to gen-
erate and discredit theories as a matter of course. Continued efforts are made 
to deconstruct leadership in an attempt to break down its inherent complex-
ity.57 However, this approach is fundamentally flawed; in order to be able to 
measure or test a concept or theory, it must be sufficiently finite.58  The cur-
rent complexity challenges being dealt with by today’s leaders provide further 
opportunity for confusion, or a lack of clarity of the real problem. Stogdill’s 
attempts at discrediting of trait theory due to his inability to identify com-
monality or agreement on the traits of leadership is an example of a theory 
being considered moot due to a lack of irrefutable evidence.59 

QuEstion 3: hoW Can thE  
undERstanding oF LEadERshiP, and  
its dEvELoPmEnt, bE simPLiFiEd?
The understanding of leadership developing as a situational and relation-
al construct is fundamental when considering leadership. Van Vugt and  
Ahuja,60 amongst others, offer a compelling image of leadership developing 
as a situational occurrence in the semi-nomadic hunter gatherer groups of 
the savannah, some 13,000 years ago.61 They support the theory that specific 
members of groups played leadership roles, depending upon the situation. 
These groups would generally number in the region of 100-150,62 where each 
member of the tribe played their role and added their value to the group. 
While there was the propensity for the “big man” to play an alpha role or 
dominate the group, they would step down if skills more appropriate to the 
situation were held by others in their group.63  Leadership was situational 
rather than hierarchical or structural, with the role being taken or given to 
someone with skills required at the time, such as the ability to lead the group 
to water, or to track to the place the group was most likely to find food.  The 
transfer of leadership was “consensual, democratic, and transitory,” and last-
ed only as long as the situation required. For this to occur, there needed to be 
a number of prerequisites; these will be dealt further in this chapter.
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whaT are The skills required  
of a ConTemporary leader?
Hogan and Warrenfeltz suggest that successful leadership relies on four 
key domains: intrapersonal skills, interpersonal skills, leadership skills (the 
skills required for building and maintaining effective teams), and business 
or technical skills.64  It is worth considering these domains through both an 
ancient and modern lens, to test how they would support survival on the 
savannah or leadership in the modern global corporate boardroom.  Prior to 
this examination, a benchmark of understanding is required. The Hogan and  
Warrenfeltz domains comprise: 

•	 Intrapersonal Skills: The ability of an individual to manage their own 
challenges; an individual’s resilience in dealing with the challenges they 
encounter on a daily basis;  how they cope with the circumstances that 
befall them and their responses to their challenges, both from an emo-
tional perspective and also from a control perspective, i.e. impulse con-
trol, when interacting with others.

•	 Interpersonal Skills: How successfully individuals can interact with oth-
ers; how they can communicate and influence those around them. This 
is directly linked to an individual’s intrapersonal skills; if they are chal-
lenged with managing themselves when under pressure, this will have a 
direct impact on their communication and interaction with others.

•	 Leadership Skills: This centres on an individual’s ability to develop and 
maintain a team. While it could be seen as a role that requires the leader 
to step forward and lead, it also requires the ability to identify what is 
required by the team at any specific time.  Furthermore, it requires the 
leader to have the requisite competencies to satisfy the needs of those 
they lead. On the whole, it is within this domain that most leadership 
development programs focus, on the tools of leadership; however, with-
out intrapersonal and interpersonal skills, the leader will not succeed.

•	 Business or Technical Skills: The leader is required to be technically com-
petent.  They are required to possess the cognitive ability to resolve chal-
lenges in their area of expertise.  

There are strong linkages between each of Hogan and Warrenfeltz’s four do-
mains.  They identify that for a leader to be successful he or she must possess 
the prerequisite level of skill in each of the domains; no amount of strength 
in any one individual domain can make up for a gap in another. It is of little 
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use if a leader has significant intrapersonal and interpersonal skills if they do 
not have the knowledge of leadership skills to harness the team’s ability, nor 
the technical ability to add value to overcoming the team’s challenges. The 
leader must be able to self-manage, while effectively interacting with those 
he or she leads (and all stakeholders involved in the leadership challenge) 
and understand how he or she can support the requirements of the team 
in achieving what the leader identifies to be the desired end-state.  Hogan 
and Warrenfeltz are not radical in their thinking, but much like most orga-
nizations the predominance of training and development in the NZDF had 
been weighted toward the hard professional or business skills, rather than the 
softer intrapersonal and interpersonal skill development.

The NZDF recognized the imbalance that had previously occurred with de-
veloping its members’ leadership capacity across all four of the Hogan and 
Warrenfeltz domains.  When tested in the NZDF, much like many other mili-
taries, if one were to analyze the length of time and focus placed on the devel-
opment of trade skills, this far outweighed any “soft” skill development.  For 
junior ranked sailors, soldiers, or airmen, hard skill training or development 
would at the minimum be measured in months.  If one were to look at the 
trade-specific development investment that had occurred for senior mem-
bers of the NZDF, this could often be measured in years.  However, when the 
same analysis was conducted on what investment was made in developing 
the softer skills associated with the domains of intra and interpersonal skills, 
historically, little emphasis had been placed on supporting the development 
of these attributes.  For a leader to be successful, he or she needs to be skilled 
in all four of the Hogan and Warrenfeltz domains; the LDS was the rebalance 
for addressing this shortfall.  The question of how much these skills are in-
nate in an individual, and/or can be developed, is a separate issue and will be 
discussed further later in this chapter. 

Other theorists support the construct that leadership capacity, or capability, 
is underpinned by soft, less definable skills based on personality, rather than 
the harder, more tangible skills.  Senge identifies the requirement for success-
ful leaders to develop both “business skills and reflective and interpersonal 
skills.”65 Senge’s “business skills” can be aligned with Hogan and Warrenfeltz’s 
leadership and technical skills, and his “reflective and interpersonal skills” are 
synonymous with the personal domains of Hogan and Warrenfeltz. Modern 
leadership theories also link to the intrapersonal and interpersonal skills un-
derpinning leadership success, as defined by Hogan and Warrenfeltz. Gardner  
and Schermerhorn identify the self-awareness element of the Authentic 
Leadership construct as requiring a successful leader to know their strengths 
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and weaknesses.66 Avolio and Gardner identify that self-regulation and self-
awareness requirements are not limited to just the leader and their role; the 
requirements equally apply to the follower for leadership relationship suc-
cess to occur.67 This is further supported by Northouse, who recognizes the 
work of Luthans and Avolio (2009) and Gardner et al. (2005) in identifying 
the importance of self-awareness, relational transparency, internalized moral 
perspective and balanced processing.68 However, to enable this, other factors 
also apply; Popper and Mayseless identify self-efficacy as an underpinning 
building block for successful leadership.69  They consider there are “essential 
and particular psychological capacities required for leadership.”70

Dragoni, In-Sue, Vankatwyk, and Tesluk identify the impact of a leader’s per-
sonality and weave in the role that general cognitive ability plays in leader-
ship capacity.71 There is significant evidence supporting the importance that 
a leader’s cognitive ability plays in their effectiveness as a leader.72 Some re-
search goes so far as to suggest that the link between the cognitive ability and 
successful leadership is stronger than that of any other personality traits.73 
While there is evidence that supports intelligence not being the only pre-
cursor for leadership success and other studies have suggested that the link 
between cognitive ability and leadership is not as strong as previously con-
cluded,74 there is strong evidence that supports that General Mental Ability 
(GMA) is a precursor for success.  Schmidt and Hunter tie together the links 
between GMA and an individual’s conscientiousness (from the Five Factor 
Model (FFM) of personality)75 as the most reliable predictor of work place 
performance, including leadership.76

leaders are differenT
Kirkpatrick and Locke identify that “leaders are different.”77 This was the 
case of Van Vugt and Ahuja’s situational dependent “savannah man” leader, 
who had different competencies from the rest of the tribe.78 Leaders pos-
sess skills and/or traits that make them different from those they lead. The 
importance of this differentiating characteristic is equally applicable to the 
leader 13,000 years ago as it is to that of the modern day, whether it is the 
difference that the primary hunter or tracker had from the other members 
of their tribe or the difference that a senior leader providing strategic direc-
tion to an organization in the 21st century corporation. As discussed previ-
ously, while it has proven challenging to arrive analytically at a consensus 
of what leadership traits are required of a successful leader,79 it is difficult 
not to acknowledge that there is something different in an effective leader. 
“People intuitively accept the idea that there is a definite cluster of personal  



 OVERCOMING LEADERSHIP CHALLENGES: INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES | 15 

CHAPTER 1

characteristics associated with effective leadership.”80 However, Stogdill’s 
challenge to gain consensus may be a result of looking for the perfect specif-
ic traits of the leader, when these traits are in fact situationally contingent.81

Leaders and leadership do not operate in isolation. The role of the leader 
and the task of leadership are inextricably linked to those being led. Gibb 
identifies that “leadership is best conceived as a group quality, as a set of 
functions that must be carried out by the group. This concept of “distributed 
leadership” is an important one,” as it recognizes that neither leaders nor fol-
lowers operate in isolation.82  While Gibb may have identified the concept of 
distributed leadership some 60 years ago, the fixation with isolating leader-
ship and attempting to scrutinize it persisted and grew.83 In recent years, the 
concept has again grown in popularity, as if it is a revelation, and it has also 
spawned many more constructs, such as “shared leadership,” “leader- 
member exchange,” “complex systems leadership theory,” etc.  The key point 
was highlighted by Dansereau and colleagues; they recognized that leader-
ship was not an isolated or distinct thing, but existed on a spectrum.84

leadership relies on relaTionships
Schruijer and Vansina identify that “the essence of leadership lies in the rela-
tionship between ‘leader(s)’ and ‘follower(s)’.”85 It is clear that the leadership 
relationship has to involve more than one person; a leader cannot be a leader 
without at least one other person fulfilling the role of follower.86  The quote 
attributed to Benjamin Hooks, the African-American civil rights leader, “if 
you think you are leading and turn around to see no one is following, then 
you are just taking a walk,” is a superb analogy for Seers and colleagues’ lead-
ership construct.  Schyns and Day, along with Sherony and Green,87 iden-
tify the importance of relationships when exploring leadership through the 
“Leader Member Exchange” construct of leadership. This is consistent with 
the previous discussion regarding intrapersonal and interpersonal skills, and 
the impact they have on relationships.  It could be argued that a military lead-
er holds lawful Command over those they lead and therefore why do they 
need to have a “relationship” with those they can command to act.  However, 
these would be the thoughts of someone who has never served, or at least 
never served in the NZDF.  They are the thoughts of someone that does not 
understand the relationship of trust that must exist between a military leader 
and their subordinate.  The relationship of a successful leader, with those 
they lead, is one that generates unquestionable trust, and this trust is mutual.
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A leader must recognize that leadership relationships are omnidirectional. 
Fletcher and Käufer distilled the work of Fletcher et al. (1997), Hosking et 
al. (1995), Jordan et al. (1997), and McNamee and Gergen (1999),88 to de-
termine that “leadership is seen as something that occurs in and through 
relationships.”89 Fletcher and Käufer recognize the multiple versus singular 
nature of the leadership relationship. Leadership is rarely simple and dyadic; 
it is more often realized in a complex social system, versus the simple so-
cial system that is the basis of a leader and follower construct.90 Fletcher and 
Käufer recognize that much like the way any individual could add value and 
support the tribe on the savannah, the relationship and role of leader was 
not static. The roles and relationships between the leader and follower were 
interchangeable; the relationship was dynamic in nature and contingent on 
what was situationally required.91  While there might be an overall “big man” 
leader in a tribe, for them to be successful they must recognize that there is 
often a time and a place to defer to those in the team with more appropriate 
knowledge and skills.

A leader cannot develop and maintain a relationship through power alone; 
the leader must rely on influence. This occurs through trust and relational 
transparency, where the followers believe in the outcome sought by the lead-
er.92 Successful leaders “exert…influence on follower performance through 
open communication and mutual exchange,”93 rather than dangling a carrot 
or wielding a stick.  It is worth noting that the influence a successful leader 
applies is not only over those they interact with, it is also over themselves.  
Danserau and colleagues recognize this when they identify the influence 
that needs to be applied to everyone involved in the leadership event, in-
cluding the leader being self-aware and having the ability to influence their 
own behaviour.94

whaT is The answer To supporTinG leaders  
in Their developmenT?
The leadership industry is overflowing with options to develop leaders.95 The 
industry has cultivated a belief that all organizations need to develop their 
leaders is have them participate in leadership programs.96 Many of these pro-
grams have a fad-like existence,97 with the arrogance of suggesting that if an 
individual follows their “secret formulas for achieving [leadership] saviour-
hood,”98 they too can become a successful new leader. However, leadership 
development is not a simple process.
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In 2004, Peterson identified that psychology was moving toward competency- 
based models, and the parallels and overlap with leadership development  
are notable.99 Peterson’s main focus was based on the assessment of com-
petency rather than the role it plays in development. His focus was to test 
whether individuals held “mastery according to set criteria deemed to con-
stitute evidence of proficiency.”100 This approach is similar to that taken by 
some organizations when considering individuals as leaders. They attempt 
to assess whether individuals are demonstrating leadership, without truly 
articulating what successful leadership looks like or supporting its develop-
ment. While the demonstration of mastery of a skill is an important element 
of the competency model, it is not the only element. According to Rubin and 
colleagues, it is only the last piece of the competency paradigm; “psychology 
is moving toward competency-based models with attention to competency-
based education, training, and credentialing,”101 and it is in education and 
training where the focus should be placed.

Much like leadership, competency cannot be distilled to a simple held 
or not held algorithm.  As noted by Hogan and Warrenfeltz, the inter- 
relationship between multiple factors is critical to overall competence.102 
Epstein and Hundert recognize that “professional competence is the  
habitual and judicious use of communication, knowledge, technical skills, 
clinical reasoning, emotions, values, and reflection in daily practice, for the 
benefit of the individual and community being served.”103 As with the lead-
ership construct, “competence is context-dependent.  [It is a] relationship 
between an ability (in the person), a task (in the world) and…[the] con-
text in which those tasks occur.”104 Epstein and Hundert also recognize that  
“professional competence is developmental, impermanent, and context-
dependent.”105 Effort must be devoted to developing the leadership com-
petence, and when it is developed, it does not remain without deliberate 
maintenance. 

As with other competencies, Nahavandi argues that leadership is a learn-
able skill.106 While this is a reasonable premise, to what extent leadership is 
learnable is another question. Diddams and Chang identify that there are 
challenges with developing self-awareness.107  However, they identify that 
self-awareness is not a binary function, that is, an individual either is or is 
not self-aware. They identify that the individual’s level of self-awareness ex-
ists on a spectrum, and that this level can be affected. Other theorists sup-
port Nahavandi’s view regarding leadership development. They consider that 
the leadership competencies of intrapersonal and interpersonal skills, that 
support the ability of a leader to be able to influence, can be developed.108 
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Mezirow’s transformative learning theory identifies that: 

in order to properly prepare a productive and responsible worker [or 
equally applicable to leader] for the twenty-first century it is impera-
tive that the individual be empowered to think as an autonomous 
agent in a collaborative context, rather than to uncritically act on the 
received ideas and judgement of others.109

Leaders must be sufficiently self-aware, or made self-aware, to be able to 
recognize their potential shortfalls and leadership deficiencies. The gen-
eration of this self-awareness can be supported by self-leadership.110 This is 
aligned with the thinking of O’Connell, who recognizes the overlap between 
the fields of leadership development and social and biological sciences.111 If 
leaders have insufficient self-awareness, their development can be supported 
through programs where they are exposed to tools such as psychometric 
surveys and/or multi-rater feedback.112 As well as increasing self-awareness, 
development programs can aid in developing strategies to offset counterpro-
ductive responses and to develop positive appropriate responses to leader-
ship challenges.

ConCLusion
For a leader to be successful and to develop their leadership capacity, they 
must understand what leadership is. Within both the academic and busi-
ness environment, confusion still remains regarding what leadership is, 
and how it is developed. This confusion is unnecessary. In order to not only 
support leadership development in the NZDF, but also bring greater clarity 
regarding what leadership is to the wider leadership community, this chap-
ter has attempted to pare back leadership to its core. It has been highlighted 
that despite all of the efforts of the leadership industry, a lack of consensus 
remains in defining leadership. This has been counterproductive for lead-
ers. This could be resolved by more emphasis being placed on supporting 
the fundamental understanding of what leadership is. 

A basic premise of theoretical exploration has been missed by not clearly 
establishing what leadership is prior to attempting to expand the theoretical 
understanding. The advantage of the work of the GLOBE Project in defining 
leadership has not been leveraged. A pragmatic approach to theory needs 
to be taken. It is not suggested that all of the answers to the leadership co-
nundrum have been answered, nor is it suggested that there is no role for 
the leadership industry.  However, the leadership industry must recognize its 
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customer, namely, those leaders attempting to enact leadership. Greater clar-
ity and agreement on defining leadership would support this.

While the challenges before the modern leader are undoubtedly new and 
complex, the challenge of leading in a changing environment remains the 
same. There are, without doubt, modern challenges for the modern leader, 
but are the leadership challenges faced today really any different to those 
faced previously? What impact, if any, has Greenleaf ’s “knowledge explo-
sion”113 had on leaders? Has it made the role of leading in today’s “more 
complex, volatile, and unpredictable”114 era more challenging? Leadership is 
challenging, and it is as challenging today as it has been in the past, but the 
leaders’ role is to rise to the challenge and lead.

Leadership is about relationships and a leader cannot manage a relation-
ship through force or authority, but through influence. The role that influ-
ence plays in leadership has been recognized by many theorists, including 
those involved in the GLOBE project. However, this reliance on influence 
is not a 21st century phenomena.115 As discussed, leaders have relied on 
relationships and influence since early Homo sapiens roamed the savan-
nah some 13,000 years ago.116 Just as the reliance on influence to achieve 
an end-state is not a new paradigm, neither is the desire of man to achieve 
success. What has changed during the last 13,000 years is the view of what 
success looks like. In the case of our ancestors, success was seen as the 
“simple” task of securing food, water, or shelter. Leadership responded to 
contingent requirements, and the role of leader was transferred as the situ-
ation required. For the modern leader, their image of success is seen as far 
more complicated. But is this really any different from our past?  Leaders 
throughout history have always had to respond to changing environments, 
but what is required of them remains the same.

Leadership capacity can be developed. For this development to occur, lead-
ers must understand that they do not practice leadership, they engage in 
leadership. To engage and interact with those they lead, a leader must le-
verage relationships, relationships that must be nurtured and developed. 
Historically, within the NZDF, career development centred on acquiring 
the hard technical skills required to be effective in a role, with months or 
years dedicated to the acquisition of these skills.  However, the NZDF rec-
ognized the importance that the development of the “softer,” less tangible, 
intrapersonal and interpersonal skills play in the leadership skill set.  The 
NZDF understood the development of an understanding of human inter-
action was critical to the success of relationships. To be able to interact 
with others effectively, leaders must first understand themselves and their 
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impact on those others engaged in the leadership relationship. This chal-
lenge was recognized by the NZDF, and was fundamental in how it applied 
its LDS. Underpinning the LDS is the understanding that for leaders to be 
effective they must understand more than just themselves, as they are only 
one piece of the leadership puzzle. Leaders do not operate in isolation when 
working toward a successful leadership outcome. They must understand 
themselves and those they interact with, and also recognize the situational 
context of leadership.

While this chapter could be read as calling into question the value of the 
exploration of leadership as a field of study, this is not the case. By its very 
nature, scholarly research aims to expand the understanding of the subject 
under consideration117 and this is the case with leadership development. For 
this to occur, the fundamental underpinning and understanding of leader-
ship must be clarified before it can be expanded upon. Through the attempts 
to bring greater understanding to the discipline, the opposite has occurred. 
This has been a result of the ever-expanding leadership industry, an industry 
that has lost sight of its objective. This chapter has sought to provide clarity 
regarding what leadership is and it has reinforced that the fundamentals of 
leadership are the same today as they have always been. This is counter to 
what some theorists suggest, that today’s leadership era is different. However, 
this has always been the case; tomorrow will always be different and new. 
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ChaPtER 2

undERstanding thE PRoCEss oF  
miLitaRy LEadERs’ dEvELoPmEnt  
as PRoFEssionaLs
Senior Lieutenant Colonel Daniel Siew Hoi Kok* 

intRoduCtion
Military leaders have to continually improve their practice of leadership in a 
volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) environment. In order 
to do that, military leaders need to constantly learn and develop their pro-
fessional identity, knowledge and practice in becoming better leaders. This 
requires overcoming the challenges of leadership development. This chap-
ter will review the relevant literature to provide an in-depth understanding 
of the current state and substantive theory1 of leadership development and 
professional learning in the areas of professional identity (being), knowledge 
(knowing), and practice (doing). It will argue that leadership development 
needs to focus on actual development and not merely on leadership theories. 
It will link how leaders develop as part of adult development and highlight 
the importance of professional learning in order to understand how leaders 
develop as professionals within their organizations. 

This chapter will also argue that traditional understanding of professional 
learning focuses on professional development (i.e., leadership development) 
primarily on the epistemological dimension (i.e., imparting knowledge and 
skills) and less on the ontological (i.e., leader identity) and praxiological 
(i.e., leadership practice) dimensions. It will suggest that military leaders ap-
proach being professional from a more holistic perspective of professional 
being, knowing, and doing. 

* 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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bEing a LEadER
Myths and legends of great leaders have been around since the dawn of civi-
lization. However, the systematic and scientific leadership research only be-
gan in the early 20th century.2 Leadership has become one of social science’s 
most examined phenomena and the amount of literature is “enormous and 
expanding apace,”3 especially recently.4 There are literally thousands of defini-
tions, ideas, views, and approaches to leadership that are being used in re-
search studies.5 Although Gary Yukl listed 10 definitions and Bernard Bass 
and Ruth Bass listed a dozen different definitions for leadership respectively, 
Joseph Rost listed 221 scholarly definitions for leadership that he found in 587 
books, book chapters, and journal articles.6 Francis Yammarino simply high-
lights one of the attempts to summarize the thousands of them which define:

Leadership is a multi-level (person, dyad, group, collective) leader-
follower interaction process that occurs in a particular situation (con-
text) where a leader (e.g., superior, supervisor) and followers (e.g., 
subordinates, direct reports) share a purpose (vision, mission) and 
jointly accomplish things (e.g., goals, objectives, tasks) willingly (e.g., 
without coercion).7

Nevertheless, the two notions that underlie most of the definitions are pro-
cess and influence.8 The notion of leadership as the person (leader) and as 
the process of leading (leadership) has also been widely accepted within the 
leadership research community, especially when thinking in terms of leader-
ship development.9

Traditionally, leadership has been conceptualized as an individual-level 
skill of the leader.10 David Day argues that a complimentary perspective ap-
proaches leadership as a social process based on research that shows leader-
ship as “a complex interaction between the designated leader and the social 
and organizational environment.”11 However, in their overview of approaches 
examining leadership, Bruce Avolio and Adrian Chan note that the “histori-
cal trend of leadership research has swung from a leader-centric to a lead-
ership-centric perspective and back again.”12 Most recent leadership studies 
agree with Day that organizations need to focus on both the individual leader 
and collective leadership in their leadership development efforts.13

The individual leader perspeCTive
The discussion of leaders and the process of leadership is so intertwined that 
it is almost impossible to separate the two perspective of leadership. However,  
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looking from the leader perspective will provide the lens in understanding the 
historical context of leadership theory. Historically, the study of leadership has 
been approached from the individual traits of the leader, followed by the be-
havioural aspect, and eventually to how they operated within different kinds 
of situational contingency. 

The trait-based approach was the first school of leadership. It focused on the 
“great man”14 as a leader having certain traits and attributes that distinguish 
them from non-leaders. These traits (e.g., intelligence, masculinity, adjust-
ment, dominance, extraversion, conservatism) and attributes (e.g., cognitive 
abilities, personality, motivation, social appraisal and interpersonal skill, ex-
pertise, tacit knowledge) were viewed as relatively stable and innate charac-
teristics of leaders.15 The approach was nearly abandoned between the 1960s 
and 1970s because of the pessimistic interpretation of findings trying to 
replicate and isolate a reasonable set of universal leadership traits.16 Stephen 
Zaccaro, Cary Kemp and Paige Bader highlighted research showing that the 
diversity of attributes associated with leadership could not be consistently 
sustained across different leadership situations and with problematic data 
that were limited and confounded by possible errors and biases such as halo 
effects and variable misspecifications.17 Although it has undergone a revival 
at the turn of the millennium, debate on whether leaders are born or made 
has indicated that most of “what leaders have that enabled them to lead is 
learned”18 and not entirely inherited.19 Avolio and Chan suggest that the re-
vival was because research into leadership emergence has identified several 
contributing “stable traits such as extraversion and conscientiousness, self-
monitoring, intelligence, and generalized self-efficacy.”20

Instead of leaders’ personality traits, the behavioural approach focused on 
their behaviours, actions and styles. Similar to the trait-based perspective, 
the behavioural approach assumed that there were universal characteristics 
of leaders.21 Scott Derue et al. suggest, based on prior leadership experi-
ences and their own literature review, that the leaders’ behaviours, actions, 
and style can be classified into (1) task-oriented (e.g., directive, initiating, 
boundary spanning), (2) relational-oriented (e.g., participative, empower-
ing, developing), and (3) change-oriented (e.g., transformational, inspi-
rational, charismatic) categories.22 Though the interest in classical behav-
ioural theory was low by the turn of the millennium, many ideas from the 
movement have been incorporated into other perspectives of leadership 
theories and operationalized into the more recent transformational and 
charismatic leadership theories.23 Bruce Avolio and Francis Yammarino  
state that the transformational and charismatic leadership theories and 
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models largely represent “a set of approaches to understating leadership 
that can help us understand how certain leaders foster performance be-
yond expected standards by developing an emotional attachment with fol-
lowers and other leaders, which is tied to a common cause.”24 However, 
the many contradictory findings relating to the behavioural movement led 
leadership research towards the situational contingency approach.25 Some 
of these contradictory findings include situations in which one behaviour 
may be more effective than another, or behaviours that contributed to men’s 
emergence as leaders not having the same effect for women.26  

The contingency perspective introduced the interaction of the leader with 
followers and the situation, and represented the beginning of examining 
leadership from a multi-level view.27 The contingency theory assumes that 
leadership can vary across situations.28 Roya Ayman characterized these 
theories as being based on their focus on the leader’s traits, the leader’s per-
ceived behaviours, or on situational leadership.29 As an example, under the 
leader’s traits theory, the contingency model for leadership effectiveness 
predicted the leader’s or group’s success from the interaction of the leader’s 
“Least Preferred Coworker” score with the leader’s situation.30 Under the 
leader behavioural contingency models, one model is the normative model 
of leadership decision-making that focuses on the interaction between a 
leader’s choice of decision-making strategies and the decision situation, 
which predicts the quality of the decision and subordinate commitment to 
the decision.31 The situational leadership theory proposes that the effective-
ness of four leadership behaviours (telling, selling, participating, and del-
egating) depends on whether they complement the subordinates’ task and 
their psychological maturity.32 These contingency approaches to leadership 
demonstrate that the relationship between a leader’s characteristics (be it 
trait or behaviour) and effectiveness is moderated or influenced by other 
factors known as “contingencies.”33

Together, the trait approaches of the 1930s, the behavioural approaches of the 
1950s, and the contingency approaches of the 1970s have been categorized as 
traditional leadership theories.34 Although these approaches have spawned a 
broader understanding of leadership and have been incorporated into many 
newer leadership theories, most of these early theories viewed leadership 
as “a concrete phenomenon that could be measured as if it were a natural 
physical phenomenon”35 and leaders had “innate characteristics”36 that could 
be replicated. James Hunt also pointed out that this traditional conception 
of leadership reflects the “deterministic, machine metaphor position on the 
continuum”37 of the philosophy of science.38 Day argued that it is within this 
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tradition that leadership development is thought to occur primarily through 
training the individual’s intrapersonal skills and abilities.39

After the 1980s, theories that included charismatic, inspirational, transfor-
mational, and visionary leadership were categorized as newer leadership 
theories.40 This signaled the shift of leadership research focus from predomi-
nantly examining transactional models that were based on how leaders and 
followers exchanged with each other to models that could augment trans-
actional leadership.41 Unlike the traditional leadership models, which are 
based on “economic cost-benefit assumptions,”42 the new leadership models 
emphasized “symbolic leader behaviour; visionary, inspirational messages; 
emotional feelings; ideological and moral values; individualized attention; 
and intellectual stimulation.”43 

Prior to these newer leadership theories, there were other theories that in-
cluded the cognitive/information-processing, self-leadership, and authentic 
leadership approaches.44 The cognitive science leadership literature is an 
area of research and theory containing a wide range of approaches that are 
united by their focus on explaining the way leaders and followers think and 
process information.45 The authentic leadership approaches’ main purpose 
was to examine what constituted genuine leadership development, as well 
as to highlight the recent work in positive psychology as a foundation for 
examining how one might accelerate development.46 With transformational 
and charismatic leadership theories emerging to be the most frequently re-
searched theories over the past 20 years, the historical trend of leadership 
research has indeed swung from a leader-centric to a leadership-centric per-
spective and back again.47 Leadership development should therefore pay at-
tention to both the leaders as individual and the leadership process beyond 
the individual. Similarly, the military would have to go beyond leaders’ de-
velopment and also focus on the process of leadership development within 
their organizations.   

leadership Beyond The leader
Fred Fiedler looked beyond leadership from the perspective of the individual 
leader. He states that leadership of groups and organizations is “a highly com-
plex interaction” and “an ongoing transaction” between a person in a posi-
tion and the social and task environment.48 Patricia O’Connor and David Day 
agree that by focusing on the social aspects of leadership, the “limitation of 
treating individuals and the organizations they work within as distinct from 
each other”49 can be overcome. They assert that developing collective forms 
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of leadership involve people participating throughout the organization, shar-
ing in the creation of a unified leadership. They argue that employees must 
move from seeing themselves as “independent actors (‘me’) to seeing them-
selves as an interdependent collective (‘all of us’)” so as to produce what they 
refer to as “collective leadership identities” when and where the organization 
requires it.50 This perspective of collective leadership beyond the leader sees 
leadership as a socially constructed phenomenon.51

From a relational approach, Mary Uhl-Bien describes the perspectives of re-
lational leadership from the perspective of an entity (the more traditional 
orientation) and from a relational (multiple realities) perspective.52 She sees 
that the entity perspective as adopting a cognitivist, constructivist approach, 
based on realist ontology that focuses on identifying attributes of individu-
als as they engage in interpersonal relationships. According to Uhl-Bien, the 
main relationship-based approaches under the entity perspective include the 
Leader-Member Exchange theory,53 Hollander’s relational theory,54 social 
identity theory,55 social network theory,56 and post-industrial leadership.57 
Uhl-Bien surmises that these entity perspectives approach relational leader-
ship from the standpoint of relationships lying in individual perceptions, cog-
nition (e.g., self-concept), attributes, behaviours (e.g., social influence, social 
exchange), and relational processes considered as relative to individual char-
acteristics that leaders and followers bring to their interpersonal exchanges.58 

Uhl-Bien sees the relational perspective as adopting a constructionist, re-
lational ontology that views leadership as a process of social construction 
through which certain understandings of leadership come about.59 Instead 
of seeking to identify the attributes or behaviours of individual leaders, Uhl-
Bien states that relational perspectives focus on the communication process-
es through which multiple relational realities are being constructed.60 Citing 
Dian Marie Hosking, she states that relational constructionism switches at-
tention from leaders, as persons, to leadership as process, thus making re-
lationships the basic unit of analysis, not individuals.61 In both lateral62 and 
distributed63 leadership, the emphasis is on a “wider range of relationships 
emphasizing contacts or relations with others outside a leader’s hierarchi-
cal line of authority.”64 According to Wilfred Drath, relational leadership65 is 
“not personal dominance nor interpersonal influence but rather a process of 
relational dialogue in which organizational members engage and interact to 
construct knowledge systems together.”66 Citing Kenneth Murrell, Uhl-Bien 
suggests that a completely new way of seeing leadership could happen by 
closely studying the relational dynamics (such as the social interactions, so-
cial constructions of leadership) of organizations.67 
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Instead of taking the “extreme” end of the philosophy of science continu-
um of the social constructionist leadership perspectives, Hunt argues for a 
middle path by adopting a moderate scientific realist perspectives.68 He adds 
that this position can be “operationalized through complexity theory and [is] 
closely related to dynamic systems perspective.”69 The Leaderplex model70 
and the Complexity Leadership Theory71 are two such examples. Using the 
concept of Complex Adaptive Systems, Mary Uhl-Bien, Russ Marion and Bill 
McKelvey propose that leadership should not be seen only as position and 
authority but also as “an emergent, interactive dynamic”72 system according 
to the tenets of complexity theory,73 whereby the unit of analysis becomes 
the CAS. However, Avolio, et al. suspect that, as a result of the difficulties 
in assessing this type of emergent construct within a dynamically changing 
context, the complexity leadership field lacks substantive research.74  

Organizations are inherently complex. By focusing on the meaning-making 
behaviour of leaders, Storey asserts that leaders help interpret the complexities 
within the organizational environment on behalf of the followers.75 He adds 
that another variant of meaning-making is to pay more attention to the part 
played by the followers. He states that recent research and theory has paid 
much more attention to non-essentialist forms of analysis, seeing leadership 
as a “meaning-making activity.”76 Cautioning against the shift in focus for the 
past 50 years to the significance of leadership for economic performance, Joel 
Podolny, Rakesh Khurana and Marya Hill-Popper also suggest that leadership 
be defined as a process of meaning-making among organizational members.77 
Enric Bernal defends the need for return to meaning-making by nurturing 
value-based leadership theories.78 It is therefore important for leaders within a 
profession to make an “ethical turn”79 and to be clear of what it means to be a 
professional. And seeing military as a value-based profession, we would then 
require military leaders to being professional as well. 

bEing PRoFEssionaL
To be a professional leader means that the leader embodies his or her profes-
sional identity, knowledge, and practice. Leaders, as professionals, develop 
commitment and perform consistently in their professions.80 Being profes-
sional connects leaders to what they care about, which is central to non-
routine responses to problems of practice.81 Being professional is a state that 
is constantly evolving and is constituted socially. This is more so for lead-
ers’ professional identity as new leadership studies argue that leadership is a 
vehicle for social identity-based collective agency in which leaders and fol-
lowers are partners.82 Stephen Reicher, Alexander Haslam and Nick Hopkins 
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argue that a shared sense of identity makes leadership possible and leaders 
act as entrepreneurs of identity in order to make particular forms of identity 
and their own leadership viable.83 As the context for leadership and profes-
sionalism changes rapidly, how military leaders establish their professional 
identity, knowledge, and practice will be increasingly important.84 

professional knowinG
The epistemological dimension of “being professional” covers the body of 
knowledge and the delivery of service with specialized skill. It is this pro-
fessional knowledge that differentiates professions from other occupations. 
Professional knowing is the embodiment of the body of knowledge that gives 
status and authority to the professional.85 It highlights the “knowing body” 
rather than “body of knowledge,”86 paying attention to the way in which 
knowledge is embodied and enacted in practice.87

Professional knowing is different from traditional professional knowledge 
that regards knowledge as being absolute and foundational. Traditional 
professional knowledge is still “seen to be specialized, requiring specific 
and lengthy periods of education, controlled by universities, professional 
associations [,] and governments.”88 This knowledge, which includes theo-
retical, practical, and attitudinal components, is still guarded and delineated 
by professional boundaries.89 Functionalists, for example, regard modern 
professions as an “occupationally specialized group”90 that have grown from 
traditional European culture, with medicine, law, and theology as the “tradi-
tional trinity of ideal”91 professions. Eliot Freidson offered an ideal model of a 
professional as “having a body of knowledge based on abstract concepts and  
theories and requiring the exercise of considerable discretion.”92 It is still 
widely accepted that research was conducted to build up the body of knowl-
edge so that the theory could be taught to the next generation of professionals.93 

Professional knowing is seen as being situated within particular settings and 
is in flux, changing across contexts and over time through a process of social 
construction.94 Randee Lawrence contests the Cartesian dualistic belief of 
the mind being separate from the body and espouses embodied learning 
as a way of knowing.95 Similarly, Dall’Alba and Robyn Barnacle’s critique of 
Cartesianism situates their argument with the notion of what they call “em-
bodied knowing,” grounded on phenomenological/hermeneutic tradition.96 
They suggest that epistemology itself needs to be transformed by think-
ing through the body, not merely re-thinking the body of knowledge. This 
embodied nature of knowing is a prominent theme of phenomenologists 
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(e.g., Edmund Husserl, Martin Heidegger, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty) and 
pragmatists (e.g., John Dewey and George Herbert Mead) who stress that 
knowledge cannot be split from the knower.97 

Embodiment, according to Dall’Alba, is a condition for knowing, which is 
made possible and occurs through the lived body.98 Thus, based on the lived 
body and embodied research, being professional is constituted of profes-
sional knowing that moves from a decontextualized “body of knowledge” 
to the embodied knowing of professionals.99 Increasingly, research supports 
the notion that professional knowledge (professional knowing) is embodied 
through practice.100 Wendelin Küpers suggests putting into practice an em-
bodied inter-practice of leadership.101 This, he thinks, will open up important 
possibilities for future practices and studies about embodied “hows” of lead-
ing and following.102 

professional doinG
Professional doing is the second constituent of being professional. It encap-
sulates the traditional practice of professionals and the embodiment of the 
professional knowing that was discussed in the previous section. Matthew 
Ronfeldt and Pam Grossman suggest that the concept of practice recognizes 
the acquisition of knowledge or skill as part of the construction of an iden-
tity.103 Yam San Chee also states that engaging in professional practice sets 
the context for the development of professional identity and being profes-
sional.104 David Beckett claims that “our professional identities are shaped by 
what we do.”105

Dall’Alba identifies practice as “a dynamic flow produced and reproduced 
by professionals,” neither fixed nor static.106 David Boud and Brew Angela 
even re-conceptualize academic work as professional practice, highlighting 
the importance of professional practice.107 The growing demand for a “broad-
based” professional doctorate, differentiated from the traditional discipline-
based PhD program, also allows the development of professional practice 
within the real-world context of ambiguities and complexities.108 In the same 
way, leadership can be conceptualized as the professional practice of leaders 
within an organization.109  

The idea that practitioners applied theory to practice continues to be widely 
accepted.110 Dall’Alba highlights that literature on expertise maintains that 
it is possible to identify the knowledge and skills that make up expert per-
formance by contrasting the performance of experts with that of novices.111 



 38 | OVERCOMING LEADERSHIP CHALLENGES: INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES 

SINGAPORE

She argues that a “container metaphor for knowledge transmission”112 sepa-
rates knowledge acquisition from its subsequent application and artificially 
splits theory from practice.113 Similarly, in debunking scientific rationality as 
a framework for theorizing organizational and management practice, Jörgen 
Sandberg and Haridimos Tsoukas highlight three particular problems with 
the theory/practice divide: 

1. it underestimates the meaningful totality into which practitioners 
are immersed; 

2. it ignores the situational uniqueness that is characteristic of the 
tasks practitioners do; and 

3. it abstracts away from time as experienced by practitioners.114 

Instead, they see the concept of the phenomenological life-world,115 ground-
ing our entwinement with the world as a means of overcoming the separation 
of mind (i.e., theory), body and world (i.e., practice). Professional practice 
through the life-world perspective is consistent with the focus on practice 
evident in some recent practice-based approaches, such as communities of 
practice, activity theory, actor-network theory, and cultural perspectives on 
organizational learning.116 

Similar to professional knowing, professional doing is the enactment and 
embodiment of individual or collective practice that is spatially and tempo-
rally located in specific contexts.117 Extending Dall’Alba’s theorizing, profes-
sional doing is the “practices of human beings and what we (as human) do”118 
that “evolves and becomes renewed over time through its temporal character, 
incorporates continuity and transformation, for both individuals and collec-
tives, in and through their entwinement with the world.”119 It is turning the 
attention away from propositional knowledge and beliefs to praxis120 through 
the “acting and doing” of the “perceiving body.”121 Professional doing is the 
praxiological dimension of being professional and leads us to answer onto-
logical questions relating to what is and who we are as human beings.122

professional BeinG
Professional being is the third dimension of being professional. It is the on-
tological dimension of being professional and it is also socially constructed. 
Yam San Chee, Swee Kin Loke, and Ek Ming Tan indicate that “being” is 
central to the construction of personal identity.123 Beckett simply states 
that “it is in our doing that we find our being.”124 Being is relational as in  
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“being-in-the-world,” the mode of our being as espoused by Heidegger.125 
Professional being is being with other professionals, being amidst the world 
we share with others and things, a world in which we dwell, perform our 
practice, and make our home.126 Ann Webster-Wright simply states that 
“considerations of being is an important move away from a strongly episte-
mological focus in professional education, research into the professions[,] 
and professional practice.”127

Based on Heidegger’s concept of authenticity, Vu and Dall’Alba suggest that 
we negotiate “possible selves” through our involvement in the world where 
we can “hear and respond to the call to become authentic.”128 Hazel Markus 
and Paula Nurius define possible selves as the ideal selves that we would very 
much like to become, could become or are afraid of becoming.129  Matthew 
Ronfeldt and Pam Grossman take Markus and Nurius’ framing of possible 
selves as future self-concepts in examining novices’ determination of “which 
possible and provisional selves are helpful in adapting to new roles.”130 They 
define provisional selves131 as those possible selves that are actually tried 
out during role transitions or in professional education. Citing Heidegger, 
Dall’Alba notes that being human, we understand ourselves in terms of pos-
sibilities (or possible ways to be) and are “continually in a process of becom-
ing that is open-ended, never complete,” oriented to what we are “not yet.”132 
These professional selves (either provisional or possible) are made authentic 
through our professional being that is always “being and becoming.”

Professional being is our professional selves constructed socially. Building 
on Mead’s conceptualization of the self as a social object whose meaning 
emerges through successive role-taking experiences in interactions, Chee 
argues that the self is a social entity that is not a structure or a core attri-
bute of an individual, but it is continuously evolving through social interac-
tion.133 This echoes Markus and Nurius’s suggestion that these possible selves 
are “individualized or personalized, but are also distinctly social.”134 Profes-
sional being includes not only individual and collective identity situated in 
specific professional practices, but also provisional identity, a “kind of re-
hearsal for professional selves.”135 This rehearsal takes place within the social 
context of the professionals, be it in their practice (i.e., professional doing) 
or professional education. Kara Vloet and Jacqueline van Swet suggest that 
the construction of professional identity takes place in “several, more or less 
separated, socially and culturally constructed worlds.”136 The search for this 
professional self, similar to searching for individual self, is a social activity 
that echoes George Herbert Mead’s theory of self.137  
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Professional being is asking who we are in the context of our profession and 
our professional practice (i.e., professional doing). Ian Burkitt suggests that 
we are social selves, as we can only attain the state of “individual self-identity 
in relations and activities with others.”138 For Mead, the construction of self as 
a “generalized other” realizes the notion of the mind as an internalized con-
versation between two people, the actor and the observer, referred to as the 
“I” and the “Me.”139 Burkitt suggests (citing William James) that another way 
to conceptualize the self in “material, practical and temporal ways”140 is to see 
“I” as the knower and the “Me” as the known, similar to the “I” as the subject 
and “Me” as the object.141 To have a sense of selfhood is to have a reflexive 
internal dialogue between the two parts.142 But, Burkitt concludes (citing Lev 
Vygotsky and Mikhail Bakhtin) that fundamentally, “there are always mo-
ments of passivity and activity in life in that we find ourselves in the midst of 
being part of a world not made by us as individuals, yet it is a world we also 
actively participate in and therefore partially remake.”143 Thus, professional 
being is to understand ourselves, which begins with having the dialogic space 
“within” and “without” ourselves. And, according to the pragmatists’ under-
standing of self, through conscious reflection on our own activity within a 
group, we gain self-awareness and make choices in shaping ourselves and 
our social world.144 

David Day, Michelle Harrison, and Stanley Halpin add that lessons derived 
from experience, either on the job or during professional learning, drive de-
velopment.145 They conclude that arriving at such lessons requires “a certain 
degree of self-reflection and it seems likely that those individuals at higher 
levels of personal development would be likely to find greater numbers and 
more sophisticated lessons than those at lower developmental levels.”146 

LEadERshiP dEvELoPmEnt
After discussing what it means to be a leader and being professional, I turn 
next to the term “development.” The term development has biological con-
notations of “growth, evolution, gradual unfolding and fuller working out.”147 
Paul Hager and Phil Hodkinson state that the biological development meta-
phor suggests that development arises both from within and outside, and 
professionals continuously develop their own capacities, but always in re-
sponse to going ons  in their own particular environment.148  

Advancing the notion of leader development as adult development,149 Day, 
Harrison, and Halpin note that although biological maturation plays a  
predominant role in child development, in adult development the role of 



 OVERCOMING LEADERSHIP CHALLENGES: INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES | 41 

CHAPTER 2

experience is much more instrumental.150   Day and Patricia O’Connor sug-
gest that adult development theories hold the greatest promise for advanc-
ing a science of leadership development because they “focus on how people 
make sense of their experiences in increasingly complex ways.”151 On the 
other hand, Avolio and Chan view development as a superordinate category 
of learning, an increase or change in knowledge or skill as a result of expe-
riencing something.152 

With so many diverse theories for leadership, is there a grand theory for lead-
ership development? In their examination of the last 80 years of research fo-
cusing on leadership development, Avolio and Chan conclude that no theory 
of leadership development has been “comprehensively validated empirical-
ly.”153 Similar to the theories of leadership, they note that many leadership de-
velopment theories make a conceptual distinction between “leader develop-
ment” and “leadership development.” Day and Halpin state that “despite the 
voluminous amount of leadership literature, relatively little is known about  
exactly what gets developed in leader development.”154 In fact, Day and Stephen  
Zaccaro argue that there are more leader development practices than their 
scientific understanding, and that the science of leader development is only 
at a nascent stage.155 

Day and colleagues state that “the nascent fields of leader and leadership 
development tend to focus less on leadership theory and more on develop-
mental science”156 because of the complex and ill-defined problems facing 
contemporary leaders. They argue that understanding and enhancing the 
developmental processes, instead of leadership research studies, should be-
come the focus associated with studies of leadership development since the 
effective development of individual leaders and leadership processes does 
not simply depend on which leadership theory is used. Also, the importance 
of learning becomes obvious when we start to look at military leadership 
development from the developmental perspective.157

leadership developmenT  
as adulT developmenT
Michael Mumford and Gregory Manley suggest that the theories of adult 
development provide a plausible and potentially useful framework for un-
derstanding leadership development.158 As development is about growth, 
change, and learning, they argue that adult development models are a 
“promising framework for efforts to build a more comprehensive and  
sophisticated approach to the development of leaders across the life span.”159 
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In summarizing what the literature says about how people’s development as 
adults is related to various leadership phenomena, Cynthia McCauley and 
colleagues focus on the constructive-developmental theory most frequent-
ly used in the management and leadership literature.160  Day and O’Connor 
also agree that adult developmental theories are likely to be most helpful to 
the scientific study of leadership development process since these theories 
“focus on more holistic cognitive development and the changes that occur 
in adult thinking.”161 

Implicit within the constructive and developmental terms of constructive-
developmental theory is a social-constructivist assumption that underscores 
a focus on the evolution of sense-making and psychosocial growth of in-
dividuals within a social context.162 Robert Kegan first suggested the term 
“constructive-developmental”163 for psychological studies that focus on the  
development of “meaning and meaning-making processes across the lifes-
pan.”164 McCauley and colleauges explain that the constructive-developmental  
theory builds on the seminal work of Jean Piaget’s “genetic epistemology”165 
and extends his ideas in several important aspects:

a. constructive-developmental theory takes the view that the devel-
opmental growth Piaget studied affects more than the way a child 
constructs the physical world and includes the way adults construct 
and interpret their experiences; 

b. the theory moves beyond Piaget’s focus on cognition and includes 
the emotions; 

c. although constructive-developmental theory recognizes qualita-
tively different “stages” of development, it also focuses on the pro-
cesses of transformation – the challenges, achievements, and costs 
of moving from one way of meaning-making to another; 

d. the theory moves beyond Piaget’s exclusive attention on the exter-
nal manifestations of development to also include the inner experi-
ence of developing; and

e. constructive-developmental theory broadens its focus beyond the 
individual to include a study of the social context and how it affects 
development.166

A developmental feature of the constructive-developmental theory is the 
organizing principle that regulates how people make sense of themselves 
and the world, known as the orders of development.167 Day and colleagues  
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explain that the successive orders of development, through the process of 
developmental movement, build on and transcend the previous orders, be-
coming more “complex and interconnected ways of sense-making.”168

Various theorists (including Robert Kegan, William Torbert, and Lawrence 
Kohlberg) have different ways of labeling and describing the various orders 
of development. McCauley and colleagues organized their review of the lit-
erature into categories: dependent, independent, and inter-independent.169 
They summarize that leaders operating at a higher developmental order (the 
independent order) are more likely than those operating at a lower order (the 
dependent order) to enact effective organizational leadership. For example, 
Karl Kuhnert and Philip Lewis suggested that transactional and transforma-
tional leaders are qualitatively different in the way they view the world and 
construct meaning from it.170 Transactional leaders enact leadership most 
congruent with the dependent order by relying on a relationship of mutual 
support, expectations, obligations, and rewards with their followers.171 Trans-
formational leaders enact leadership most congruent with the independent 
order, relying on a personal value system that they motivate followers to 
adopt.172 McCauley and colleagues argue that independent leaders “can rise 
above personal needs and commitments to others in order to meet organiza-
tional goals.”173 However, they note that the impact of training, development, 
or coaching programs on the participants’ order of development was hardly 
studied in any leadership research. 

Day and colleagues reviewed articles published mainly in The Leadership 
Quarterly over its 25-year history to identify scholarly advances and contri-
butions to the field of leadership development. They note that constructive-
developmental theory has been used sporadically, with the assumption that 
leaders’ order of development influences their leadership effectiveness or 
managerial performance.174 They surmise that by examining individual dif-
ferences in developmental trajectories more thoroughly, a typology of trajec-
tories can be devised to better understand and more accurately predict how 
leaders develop and change over time.175

Susanne Cook-Greuter proposes that the adult developmental perspective 
offers a framework for “understanding and assessing the current capacity 
and the growth potential of individuals, teams, and whole organizations.”176 
However, the models reviewed above by Day and colleagues show that they 
focus exclusively on the individual leader’s development. Since leadership 
is a “multidimensional and multilevel phenomenon,”177 leadership develop-
ment is also a “multilevel development process.”178 Avolio views leadership 
development as a full range comprehensive lifespan process that involves the  
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“accumulation of unstructured and structured experiences and their impact 
on the maturation of both leaders and followers.”179 In order to design and 
conceptualize a comprehensive model of leadership development, Avolio 
opines that a “safe bet is to look at least two levels up,”180 i.e., beyond the indi-
vidual leader-level to include the relationship level with followers, peers, and 
superiors, and the unit and organizational culture and climate level. Like-
wise, the military has to be cognizant of the multidimensional and multilevel 
aspects of leadership development.

mulTidimensional and mulTilevel  
leadership developmenT proCess
More comprehensive leadership development process models are needed. 
Leadership development is a dynamic, longitudinal process that involves 
multiple interactions throughout the entire lifespan.181 Studies that focus 
only on the individual leader’s level would not be sufficiently comprehen-
sive. Even though studies on multilevel perspectives of leadership theory 
have gained momentum since the two-part special issue on 13 multiple-
level approaches to leadership was published, Day and Harrison lament 
that multilevel understanding of leadership development remains limited. 
Day and colleagues continue to seek greater contributions to understand-
ing how leaders and leadership processes develop and change from relevant 
theory and research that reflect both the multilevel and the longitudinal 
nature of development.182

To understand the process of leadership development from a multilevel per-
spective, Day and O’Connor present a multidimensional approach. They 
propose the following dimensions: (1) development target of the individual, 
dyad, group, or organization; (2) development resources of human, social 
or systems capital; and (3) leadership constructs of personal, interpersonal 
or relational.183 They argue that understanding the developmental resources 
that can be found in social and systems capital, and building more complex 
leadership constructs to include interpersonal and relational ways of think-
ing about leadership, are critical concerns in enhancing an understanding of 
the leadership development process.184

It is becoming evident that leadership is a property of groups and organi-
zations as opposed to just individuals. Day and O’Connor argue that by 
adopting such a multidimensional approach, the nature of the leadership 
phenomenon as experienced in organizations and societies can be better un-
derstood.185 They conclude that leader development efforts that focus mainly 
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on developing human capital (i.e., at the individual level) “rarely acknowl-
edge the role the broader organizational context plays in developing lead-
ership.”186 Although admitting that a comprehensive science of leadership 
development must also address social processes and organizational systems, 
Day and O’Connor acknowledge that there had been no empirical work then 
that has focused on “an explicit relationship between networks and leader-
ship development”187 nor “explicitly investigated the role of systems in leader-
ship and development.”188 

To develop a more comprehensive theory of leadership development that re-
flects the multilevel nature of organizations, Avolio and Chan reviewed the 
body of work on Authentic Leadership Development theory.189 They state that 
authentic leadership development, as defined originally by William Gardner, 
Bruce Avolio, and Fred Walumbwa, is “a process that draws from both posi-
tive psychological capacities and a highly developed organizational context 
to foster greater self-awareness and self-regulated positive behaviours on 
the part of leaders and associates, producing positive self-development in 
each.”190 Subsequently, to more fully reflect the underlying dimensions of the 
construct posited by Gardner, Avolio, and Walumbwa and by Remus Ilies, 
Frederick Morgeson, and Jennifer Nahrgang191, Walumbwa and colleagues 
refined the definition of authentic leadership as 

a pattern of leader behaviour that draws upon and promotes both pos-
itive psychological capacities and a positive ethical climate, to foster 
greater self-awareness, an internalized moral perspective, balanced 
processing of information, and relational transparency on the part of 
leaders working with followers, fostering positive self-development.192 

Noting that leader development and leadership development are rarely in-
tegrated, Day and Harrison believe that identity can be leveraged to better 
bridge these development levels.193 They argue that “incorporating an iden-
tity lens in development efforts can serve to go beyond the necessary (but 
insufficient) emphasis on individual leader development to also include the 
kinds of relational and collective identities that can facilitate the develop-
ment of social capital in organizations.”194 Citing Marilynn Brewer and  
Wendi Gardner, Robert Lord and Rosalie Hall briefly define relational identi-
ties as defining “the self in terms of specific roles or relations, often including 
others in the definition of one’s own self-identity,” and collective identities as 
“defining the self in terms of specific collectives such as groups or organiza-
tions, creating a desire to develop in oneself the qualities that are prototypical 
of these collectives.”195 
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As proposed by Lord and Hall, taking on these relational and collective 
identities could shift the development focus from self-development to other 
development, and from a leader development focus to leadership develop-
ment.196 Day and Harrison argue that when leaders identify themselves as 
a leader, it helps to build their leadership self-efficacy through seeking self-
developmental opportunities.197 On the other hand, leaders at a higher orga-
nizational position will then need more highly developed leadership skills 
to operate at varying levels (i.e., individual, relational, or collective level) of 
thought and action. They conclude that since the exercise of leadership is a 
complex human endeavour, “incorporating an identity lens into leader and 
leadership development efforts is probably long overdue.”198 

leadership developmenT and learninG
Elena Antonacopoulou and Regina Bento suggest that “leadership is learn-
ing,”199 since both leadership and learning are processes of being and becom-
ing. They argue that learning could be another lens for exploring leadership 
as a relational process. Van Velsor, McCauley, and Ruderman also pay special 
attention to leaders’ ability to learn in the efforts to develop leaders because 
of its central role in leader development.200 Avolio and Chan state that since 
learning is integral to leadership development, the adult learning approach 
to be utilized for leadership development has to be clearly specified.201 As an 
example, they illustrate that the learning approach of Lord and Hall’s mod-
el202 of leadership skill acquisition was adapted from how novices become ex-
perts. They further explain that other learning approaches adopted by some 
leadership development studies were from a moral development approach or 
used life stories.203

There are concerns that most leadership intervention studies do not clearly 
articulate what, if indeed any, learning has occurred.204 The learning taxon-
omy of deep and surface learning corresponds with the leadership develop-
ment conceptualization of learning adopted by Maurer.205 Avolio and Chan 
find that most leadership training may have focused on a “surface learning” 
approach.206 They were not surprised that the two main meta-analytic evalu-
ations of managerial training conducted in the past 20 years207 found that 
Kirkpatrick’s level 2 (i.e., knowledge transfer208) outcomes of learning remain 
the primary focus of many leadership development programs. Unlike surface 
learning that focuses on the overt signs of the behaviours and skills to be 
mastered, they argue that deep learning goes “beyond these overt signs to 
what is being signified (i.e., meanings, context, assumptions) to achieve a 
better understanding of what is to be learned.”209 In the context of leadership 
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development; they suggest that deep learning must therefore have an “impact 
on one’s implicit understanding of leadership, one’s self-concept, and one’s 
role as a leader.”210  

Avolio and Chan, citing London and Maurer’s leader development approach, 
point out that situating leadership development within the context of orga-
nizational settings is another way to “link organization’s learning and devel-
opment culture with the leader’s involvement in learning activities.”211 Lon-
don and Maurer’s model is centred on learning and intended for assessing 
the continuous learning needs of the leader, with the assumption that there 
can be “congruence between the development goals of the organization and 
the leader.”212 They maintain that the appropriate leadership theory can be 
applied to design leadership development interventions, once the develop-
mental goals of the leader are identified and framed within the needs of the 
organization. Avolio and Chan agree that these interventions can then be 
operationalized through various developmental methods such as the use of 
“mentoring, assessment centers, and formal training.”213

The leadership development interface model, developed by Byron Hanson,  
provides an interconnected perspective of leadership development and ex-
plores a “whole system”214 view. In this approach, both leaders and organiza-
tions can engage, plan, and evaluate their development effort in an aligned 
and supported way. Hanson argues that the model tests the assumption that 
an aligned systemic view of the leadership development interface will lead 
to more effective and measurable leadership development outcomes.215 The 
interface is the intersection between the individual and the organization, and 
between leader and leadership development, forming four key elements (or 
quadrants) which allow “learning conversations between leaders and their 
stakeholders around all of the elements of leader and leadership development 
and who is accountable for what.”216 

The leadership development interface model shows that leadership develop-
ment (i.e., learning) interventions should match the learning orientation of 
the leaders. Bruce Avolio, Fred Walumbwa, and Todd Weber argue that when 
leaders are more motivated to learn and have higher motivation to lead, they 
will more likely embrace trigger events (i.e., intervention) that “stimulate their 
thinking about their own development as an opportunity to improve their 
leadership effectiveness.”217 These conclusions are similar to Todd Maurer  
and Michael Lippstreu finding that “people with a learning orientation 
should respond very favourably to a learning-oriented context that matches 
their own developmental nature.”218 Maurer and Lippstreu, however, cau-
tion that for some employees, support for learning and development by an  
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organization will not be associated with greater commitment.219 They explain 
that those with a low learning orientation might be negatively associated with 
commitment. Therefore, leadership development programs are far more like-
ly to have “an enduring impact if they offer new learning and opportunities 
for growth in self-awareness, reflection, multisource feedback, goal setting, 
and guided practice of new behaviours combined with follow-on assistance 
from coaches”220 for leaders with higher learning orientation.

Gareth Edwards and colleagues champion the focus toward alternative and 
critical approaches to leadership development and learning. These approach-
es are intended to counter the criticism of leadership development approach-
es (including activities such as 360-degree feedback, coaching, mentoring, 
networking, job assignments, and action learning) as being too individually 
focused.221 They echo Day and Doris Collins’ call for more socially orientated 
and systemic approaches to leadership development.222 They also state the 
need for leadership development and learning literature to appreciate “the 
aspects of emotion, in particular anxiety and desire in the process of ‘be-
coming’ a leader and in ‘being’ a leader.”223  Edwards and colleagues believe 
that alternative approaches of leadership learning and development suggest a 
further elaboration on the themes of social, experiential, contextual, system-
ic, and community, “ultimately furthering knowledge, theory, research and 
practice through an appreciation of different and innovative approaches.”224 
Among these alternative and critical approaches to leadership development 
and learning, there is a move toward aesthetic and artistic methods,225 and 
the recognition of work identity, gender and power issues.226

professional developmenT of leaders  
as a proCess of “BeCominG”
Organizational leaders are “practitioners of leadership.”227 Ronald Riggio 
suggests that although practitioners might be experts, they remain students 
of their profession.228 He argues that the practice of leadership is a continual 
learning process, no different from the practice of medicine, law, or any other 
profession. He states that leaders can always find ways to improve and learn 
how to lead better, since leadership as a practice is as complex as any of these 
professions. This echoes the increasing call from policy makers and stake-
holders to ensure that educational leadership programs (as part of profes-
sional development) must be relevant to the practice and its local needs.229

But what is entailed in the professional development of leaders? Webster- 
Wright was not able to determine the origin of the term professional  
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development in her study to understand professional learning as a living ex-
perience.230 In an earlier study, she was able to state that most professional 
development aims to “improve practice towards competent or even accom-
plished practice.”231 Nevertheless, she also acknowledges that there is little 
valuable research literature on professional development from professions 
other than teaching. Drawing from relevant professional development re-
search findings from the fields of community education, workplace learn-
ing, and professional education, Webster-Wright finds that most professional 
development literature implicitly assumes an “objectivist epistemology that 
views knowledge as a transferable object” and a “dualist ontology that implies 
professionals can be studied in a meaningful way separate from their profes-
sional practice.”232 

Webster-Wright argues that despite significant research into professional 
learning that generated interest in innovative ways to support professionals, 
professional development in most professions continues to be a “traditional 
didactic nature of delivery by an expert, in a transient event with a prede-
termined beginning and end.”233 This extends Cyril Houle’s earlier research 
finding that many of the activities constituting “traditional” professional de-
velopment (e.g., lectures, journals, conferences) failed to result in changes 
in practice.234 This echoes Yip and Wilson’s findings that only 2%-5% of the 
executives cited experiences in course work and training (i.e., professional 
development) as developmental for leadership learning across their studies 
in China, Singapore, India and the United States.235

There are an increasing number of studies showing that effective profes-
sional development needs to be self-directed, with a focus on transforma-
tion of identity.236 To create capacity for supporting self-directed learning 
(as espoused by Cyril Houle) and transformative practice, Aileen Kennedy 
outlines a framework that classifies nine professional development models 
(training, award-bearing, deficit, cascade, standards-based, coaching/men-
toring, community of practice, action research, and transformative) into 
three broad categories of “transmission,” “transitional,” and “transforma-
tive.”237 This could help channel research into the professional development 
practice to focus more on the transformative models. 

Webster-Wright states that the philosophical assumptions about profes-
sional development need to be challenged and re-conceptualized. Imple-
menting innovative strategies such as mentoring, communities of prac-
tices, and action learning is simply not enough. Hager and Hodkinson 
conclude, after their critical analysis of the various metaphors for learning, 
that “becoming” has major advantages over alternatives as “acquisition” 
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and “transfer,” “participation” and “construction.”238 Through concrete ex-
amples of professional learning drawn from their empirical research, they 
show that the learning as becoming metaphor helps overcome the prob-
lematic dichotomies of mind and body, individual and social, and between 
structure and agency. They also think that the “becoming” metaphor pro-
vides useful insights that can help guide the provision of and support for 
professional learning in practice through: (1) enhancing learning cultures, 
(2) supporting individual learners, and (3) enhancing learning associated 
with boundary crossings.239 Enhancing professional learning will be im-
portant to Yip and Wilson’s suggestion of boundary crossing assignments 
to enrich experience-based development for leaders needing to lead in a 
VUCA environment. 

Chee also agrees that learning conceived as a trajectory of becoming ori-
ented toward professional participation entails the development of habitus240 
for professional practice.241  Dall’Alba states that in becoming professionals, 
knowing, acting, and being are integrated into professional ways of being 
that unfold over time, not simply just coming to know through doing.242 She 
argues that for professional education programs to enhance the process of 
becoming, the interrelation of epistemology and ontology has to be nur-
tured.243 Citing Heidegger, she also cautions against treating human beings 
instrumentally as resources to be exploited, when we value learners only for 
what they achieve (via their development of knowledge and skills). 

A focus on narrowly defined skills or competencies overlooks and underval-
ues the ontological dimension of professional practice and of learning to be 
professionals.244 Instead, professional learning must be open and integrate 
possibilities for being professionals. Dall’Alba suggests that an approach to 
an integrated curriculum is to emphasize inquiry directed to practice, that 
conceives professional education program as a process of becoming.245 She 
argues that allowing learners to engage deep questions about the purposes of 
professional education and how those purposes can be realized is necessary 
to thoughtfully and responsively enhance the process of becoming profes-
sional. She suggests “letting learn”246 with a curriculum that is not overloaded 
or closed to inquiry, but allows and encourages professionals to pursue the 
questions they bring, including those about the profession to which they as-
pire and who they are becoming. This echoes Dewey’s view that “we never 
educate directly, but indirectly by means of the environment.”247 Similarly, 
citing research within the adult developmental field, Day, Harrison, and Hal-
pin use the term “letting go to develop,”248 to illustrate the point that leaders 
promoted to a higher level position may have to let go of certain day-to-day 
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technical responsibilities and focus on new responsibilities. Specifically, they 
highlight that at each crossroad, leaders must:

a. let go of those activities, habits, and tendencies that they are com-
fortable with but are no longer functional; 

b. preserve certain familiar tasks, activities, and functions that will 
likely continue to be practical and useful; and 

c. add on in terms of learning new ways and methods of leading.249

Through learning to be professionals in this way, “integration of knowing, 
doing and being is promoted so that learning professional ways of being is 
foregrounded.”250 Therefore, when professional learning is conceptualized as 
becoming, professional becoming goes beyond knowledge and skills acquisi-
tion. The process of becoming then goes beyond being the professional that 
“denotes the notion of arriving at a static point of expertise.”251 Lesley Scanlon  
argues that conceptualizing being professional as becoming goes beyond 
the typical lineal professional development that proceeds in a stepwise man-
ner through a fixed sequence of stages.252 Even within the feminist research,  
Rebecca Coleman sees becoming as transformation, not of “forms transform-
ing into another or different form but of constantly processural, constantly 
transforming relations”253 and “professional self.”254 Hence, the military needs 
to link leadership development to “deep learning” and conceptualize military 
professional development as a process of “becoming.”

ConCLusion
The literature reviewed in this chapter suggests that no substantive theory 
of leadership development process has been validated comprehensively 
and empirically as understanding of what gets developed in the process is 
not entirely clear.255 What is apparent is that effective development of indi-
vidual leaders and leadership processes does not depend solely on which 
leadership theory is used.256 Understanding and enhancing the develop-
mental processes should then be the focus of leadership development in the 
military. The chapter also reviewed how military leaders develop as part of 
adult development and highlighted the importance of professional learn-
ing in order to understand how military leaders develop as professionals 
within their organizations.

This chapter started out by presenting the need to go beyond the leader as 
individual to seeing leadership as the process of influencing. In the context of 
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a military profession, the military leader is always in the process of being and 
becoming a professional. In fact, central to the United States Army’s leader-
ship doctrine is the Army leadership framework of BE, KNOW, DO.257 The 
framework outlines:

[W]hat a leader must be in terms of values, attributes, and charac-
ter; what a leader must know in terms of leadership competence; and 
what a leader must do in exercising leadership with regard to influ-
encing, operating, and improving.258

Day and colleagues suggest that combining the BE, KNOW, DO frame-
work with the United States Army’s three leader development “pillars” of 
institutional training, operational assignments, and self-development, 
provides a “powerful heuristics for orchestrating a potentially effective 
leader development process.”259 

Similarly, for the Singapore Armed Forces (SAF), there is a leader develop-
ment roadmap that frames the development of SAF officers throughout the 
four stages of their career. The roadmap charts the development of indi-
vidual leaders based on the four themes of “lead self,” “lead teams,” “lead 
leaders,” and “lead organization” for the various levels of “direct,” “organi-
zational,” and “strategic” leaderships. The NZDF has also developed a LDF 
that provides six key elements (ethos and values, think smart, influence 
others, develop teams, develop positive culture, and mission focus) of be-
havioural expectations in the NZDF.260 From the behavioural expectations, 
detailed behaviour statements provide a clear picture of successful leader-
ship at each level of the organization.261

However, most of the leadership frameworks focus on individual leader 
development and not quite on leadership development as discussed above. 
Although leader development and leadership development are rarely inte-
grated, using the identity lens in development efforts bridges these two de-
velopmental levels.262 Taking on relational and collective identities could shift 
the development focus from self-development to other development and 
from a leader development focus to leadership development.263 It has been 
suggested that deep learning in the context of leadership development must 
impact the leaders’ self-identity, besides their implicit understanding of lead-
ership and their role as a leader.264 For professional military organizations 
that see institutional training as professional development for their person-
nel, professional learning then becomes critical. Nevertheless, professional 
development continues to focus on narrowly defined skills or competencies 
that overlook and undervalue the ontological dimension of professional 
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practice and of learning to be professional.265 Therefore, understanding the 
process of military leaders’ development as professionals remains a leader-
ship challenge to be overcome.   
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CHAPTER 3

ChaPtER 3

thE PsEudosCiEntiFiC LEadER:  
do bad LEadERs EnduRE by using 
PsEudosCiEntiFiC thinKing?
Craig A. Foster, PhD, and Jennifer A. Clarke, PhD*

The human ability to self-deceive creates possibly the greatest leadership chal-
lenge of all. In theory, leaders learn from their mistakes and improve their 
leadership abilities. In reality, many leaders simply cannot or will not rec-
ognize their own leadership weaknesses. Leaders receive information about 
their respective leadership abilities from several sources. This “evidence” in-
cludes, but is not limited to, indicators of mission success, informal feedback, 
formal feedback, employee turnover, and measures of organizational health. 
When this evidence is positive, typically supporting the leader’s belief in his 
or her effectiveness, it is easy for the leader to consider. When this evidence 
is uncomplimentary, leaders can engage in several psychological processes to 
distort this information into alignment with their positive beliefs about their 
own leadership abilities. These distortions might be benign. For example, a 
moderately effective leader might not recognize that he or she would benefit 
from listening more actively. In other cases, leaders can be overwhelmingly 
delusional about their actual leadership styles. There are chronically destruc-
tive leaders who believe that they are above-average, maybe even outstand-
ing, leaders. How can some leaders be so bad, but still think they are so good?

We propose that pseudoscience provides a framework that can integrate a 
variety of psychological and leadership-related phenomena to clarify how 
ineffective leaders can continue to believe that they are effective. In the pres-
ent chapter, we will (a) outline the major tenets of pseudoscientific thinking, 
(b) conceptualize a leader’s self-assessment as a personal theory, (c) describe 
how violations of this personal theory can be dismissed through a personal 
version of pseudoscientific thinking, and (d) use this framework to make 
recommendations for addressing this type of leader self-delusion. 

* The views expressed in this chapter are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect 
those of the United States Air Force Academy or the United States Department of Defense.
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sCiEnCE vERsus PsEudosCiEnCE
Science, in its broadest form, can be defined as the development of knowl-
edge about natural behaviour, people, or societies.1 Science progresses by 
conducting carefully controlled research intended to further this knowl-
edge. The results of these various research endeavours are then shared with a 
broader scientific community and made available to the general public. The 
communication of research procedures and corresponding results is vital. It 
allows the scientific community to support or refute scientific theories. This 
process allows theories that are logically developed and supported by careful 
observation to be applied in novel ways, whereas theories that lack similar 
levels of support are amended or discarded.

Pseudoscience, in contrast, is just what the name implies: fake science. It in-
volves promoting a belief or set of beliefs with unsound principles that look 
scientific but fail to generate support at a truly scientific level. The distinction 
between science and pseudoscience is not always clear, but we agree with 
many scholars who believe that this distinction is legitimate and important.2 
Pseudoscience can create considerable harm. It can reinforce poor ways of 
thinking. It can also cause individuals to waste financial resources (e.g., on 
consultation with psychics) or make poor interpersonal decisions (e.g., based 
on astrology). This state of affairs has motivated scholars to more clearly un-
derstand the demarcation between science and pseudoscience.

Understanding this demarcation begins with a useful definition of pseudo-
science. According to Hansson:

A statement is pseudoscientific if and only if it satisfies the follow-
ing three criteria: 1. It pertains to an issue within the domains of 
science in the broad sense (the criterion of scientific domain); 2. 
It suffers from such a severe lack of reliability that it cannot at all 
be trusted (the criterion of unreliability); 3. It is part of a doctrine 
whose major proponents try to create the impression that it repre-
sents the most reliable knowledge on its subject matter (the crite-
rion of deviant doctrine).3

Put differently, to qualify as a pseudoscience, an idea must be within the do-
main of science, must fail to meet the standard of science, and must have 
proponents who promote the idea as being scientific.

It is really the last criterion, the criterion of deviant doctrine, which interests 
us in terms of leadership. How do pseudoscientists convince themselves and 
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others that a belief is true, even while carefully obtained results strongly dis-
credit it? To this point, scholars offer a variety of lists intended to describe 
common characteristics of pseudoscience.4 These characteristics of pseudo-
science can be considered as sufficient but not necessary; a pseudoscience 
could use a subset of these characteristics or could use a different characteris-
tic that has not been identified formally. Also, there are many characteristics 
that have been attributed to pseudoscience. Different scholars identify differ-
ent characteristics that they believe are particularly common. Some scholars 
identify similar characteristics of pseudoscience but define these features in 
different ways.  

The extensive debate about the characteristics of pseudoscience is beyond 
the scope of this chapter.5 We felt it was most effective to make the reader 
aware of this debate through the use of one framework for understanding 
pseudoscience as it relates to leadership. In addition, we did not want to tailor 
the concept of pseudoscience unfairly to the domain of leadership by hand-
picking characteristics from a variety of lists. Accordingly, we decided to use 
a list of seven characteristics provided by Hansson6 and we added one item 
that we thought was particularly important to pseudoscience and leadership 
(i.e., exaggerated beliefs in unfair group treatment). We used Hansson’s list 
because we believe that his work on the subject was particularly insightful7 
and because his writing is current and can therefore draw from more recent 
forms of pseudoscience.

1. Belief in Authority. Pseudoscience adherents put an augmented emphasis 
on a person or group of people having a special ability to determine wheth-
er something is true or false. In his book Fads and Fallacies in the Name of 
Science, Gardner argues that pseudoscientific practices are often headed by 
“cranks” who can be tremendously persuasive.8 Gardner’s review of L. Ron 
Hubbard’s wide-reaching authority in the area of Scientology (then called 
Dianetics) provides one nice example.

2. Unrepeatable Experiments. Pseudoscience sometimes emphasizes success-
ful experiments that cannot be replicated, even conceptually, by others. This 
can be seen in the concept of dowsing – detecting an underground substance 
(often water) with a handheld instrument (e.g., a forked stick). Adherents of 
dowsing can point to individuals who were known to use dowsing effectively. 
Skeptics are likely to question whether these success rates were remembered 
accurately or whether the seemingly successful results could be explained 
through other factors like human intuition or chance. Indeed, in controlled 
experimental examinations, even self-proclaimed dowsers are unable to de-
tect underground substances at a rate greater than chance.9
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3. Handpicked examples. Pseudoscience often uses handpicked examples to 
support its theory, but the handpicked examples are not representative of the 
practice as a whole. In other words, pseudoscience will point to supportive 
pieces of evidence (often anecdotal) while ignoring disconfirming evidence.10 
Those who believe in “The Bermuda Triangle” can recall stories, some of 
which are distorted substantially, where individuals traveling through this 
area experienced strange phenomena or simply disappeared. Adherents clear-
ly do not pay similar attention to the vast number of people who have traveled 
through the Bermuda Triangle uneventfully. Adherents might also fail to note 
that similar incidents occur in many other parts of the ocean.11

4. Disregard of Refuting Information. Pseudoscience places too much empha-
sis on ignoring or refuting evidence that does not support its central beliefs. 
This phenomenon is clearly related to general idea of confirmation bias: the 
tendency to interpret information in a manner that is consistent with one’s 
pre-existing beliefs.12 The original study that launched the belief in vaccina-
tions as a cause of autism was based on a single study with only 12 partici-
pants.13 Many individuals still believe that immunizations are a substantial 
contributor to autism development despite several extensive investigations 
that have failed to find any supporting evidence14 and a thorough investiga-
tion revealing the original study to be fraudulent.15

5. Exaggerated Beliefs in Unfair Group Treatment. Pseudoscience adherents 
frequently exhibit an exaggerated belief that they are the victims of unfair treat-
ment. This ostensibly unfair treatment can include conspiracy theories sug-
gesting a greater power is inhibiting the public release of evidence that would 
support the pseudoscience (e.g., the United States Government is hiding evi-
dence of alien visitation).16 More benign forms of this unfair treatment involve 
complaints that mainstream science is just unwilling to entertain the ideas put 
forth by a pseudoscience.17 This tactic helps render an entire pseudoscience 
non-falsifiable. Adherents can argue that their theory would have support if 
only mainstream science or some powerful clandestine agenda would allow it.

6. Unwillingness to Test Pseudoscientific Theories. Pseudoscience can be un-
willing to test its respective theories carefully even when it is possible to do 
so. Psychic ability can be examined experimentally. A researcher could place 
an object or person randomly in one of several designated locations. The 
psychic’s ability to correctly identify the location could then be compared 
to chance. Former magician and paranormal investigator James Randi has 
exposed the reluctance among many psychics to be subjugated to careful sci-
entific investigation by offering a million dollar prize to anybody who can 
demonstrate paranormal abilities.18
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7. Theories Are Arranged so They Can only Be Confirmed. When pseudosci-
entific theorists do allow testing of their beliefs, they tend to adopt belief sys-
tems that only allow confirmation. Grove provides a nice example in the con-
text of extra-sensory perception (ESP).19 When people fail to demonstrate 
ESP in a scientifically controlled setting, they can attribute that failure to the 
disrupting negative attitude of the experimenter or to just having a bad day. 
Likewise, Bigfoot believers can perpetually search for Bigfoot. The absence of 
convincing evidence only means that Bigfoot has not yet been found.

8. Explanations Are Replaced with Less Tenable Explanations. A pseudoscien-
tific theory often has a reasonable explanation according to traditional sci-
ence but pseudoscience discards this explanation for an alternative theory 
that provides less explanation than the scientific one. For example, tradition-
al science can argue that seemingly paranormal experiences are caused by 
a combination of hypnagogic hallucinations, hypnopompic hallucinations, 
and fraud.20 Believers in paranormal activity argue that at least some of these 
experiences are truly paranormal. Yet, their resulting theory that human en-
ergy can exist intelligently and without organic matter seems, at least from a 
physical standpoint, less tenable. In a similar vein, Thagard notes that pseu-
doscientific theory lacks clear mechanisms; for example, astrologists believe 
that planet alignment influences human interactions but do not explain how 
this works.21 Thagard also argues that pseudoscience often requires extra 
hypotheses to explain existing evidence; for example, creation science can 
explain any outcome by adding a hypothesis that God was responsible for it.22

In addition to the aforementioned characteristics, we could also characterize 
pseudoscience psychologically. Pseudoscience begins with a person or per-
sons who are motivated to believe in an idea. The idea might have seemed 
plausible at one point but was later discredited (e.g., phrenology). The idea 
might explain something important that happened in a person’s life (e.g., a 
child’s development of autism). The idea might be practically beneficial (e.g., 
belief in cryogenic freezing might alleviate death anxiety). The etiology of the 
motivation seems relatively unimportant. The critical issue is that the moti-
vation to believe disrupts the sensible processing of discrediting information. 
Adherents achieve this by putting an undue emphasis on a set of explanations 
which could conceivably be true, but most likely are not. This process is al-
most certainly bolstered by intra-group communication which is supportive 
of the respective pseudoscience.23 The fake science aspect of pseudoscience 
is probably an outgrowth of and contributor to this inordinately biased form 
of information processing. Pseudoscience can dismiss critical scientific in-
vestigations with poor science or scientific-sounding principles to promote 
its own ideas.
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PsEudosCiEntiFiC thinKing and  
thE maintEnanCE oF inFLatEd  
LEadERshiP bELiEFs
Leaders, military leaders in particular, might experience a process analogous 
to pseudoscience when they receive critical information about their respec-
tive leadership abilities. The primary difference is that leaders can experience 
defensiveness and resultant pseudoscientific thinking on an individual level 
rather than on a group level. Indeed, fundamental processes related to the 
self-concept suggest that some leaders respond to negative feedback with a 
form of pseudoscientific thinking.

Beliefs about the self-concept can function similarly to beliefs or theories  
that individuals possess about the external world. Epstein suggested that the 
self-concept is a dynamic yet stable collection of experiences and information 
about the self. This theory of self helps the individual maintain the balance 
of pleasure and pain, maintain self-esteem, and cope with new experienc-
es and information.24 When developing a self-concept, individuals employ 
self-evaluation processes. These can include the objective processing about 
self-relevant information (self-assessment), a focus on information that sup-
ports the individual’s current self-concept (self-verification), and the posi-
tive colouring of self-relevant information (self-enhancement). Although 
some research suggests that individuals prefer situations that diagnose posi-
tive and negative self-referent information that would lead to accurate self-
assessment,25 Sedikides provided substantial evidence that individuals are 
primarily motivated to process self-relevant information in self-enhancing 
ways.26 One important method for maintaining self-enhancement involves 
a self-serving attributional bias, by which individuals will attribute successes 
to internal factors (such as ability) and failure to external factors (such as 
uncooperative others).27 This self-serving bias is magnified in situations in 
which individuals’ self-concepts are threatened by negative information.28 It 
is important to understand these general human characteristics as they relate 
to the processes that leaders might follow as they use pseudoscientific think-
ing to ward off threat.

The nature of the self-concept as a theory and the accompanying desire to 
self-enhance lays the foundation for two assumptions related to our model of 
pseudoscientific leadership. 

Assumption 1: The response that leaders have to negative personal 
information about their leadership will function similarly to the  
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response that pseudoscience adherents experience when receiving 
negative information about their pseudoscientific theory. 

In both cases, the critical information is likely to generate ego defensive-
ness.29 Pseudoscience adherents have often devoted considerable time and 
resources to their idiosyncratic practices and therefore do not take kindly 
to critical information. Similarly, leaders often become defensive about 
critical leader feedback because leadership is important to their respective 
self-concepts. Moreover, evidence suggests that individuals tend to over-
estimate their leadership ability30 and this overestimation might be espe-
cially robust in a military population.31 Considering that 50% of leaders 
are below average by definition, this suggests that many leaders will resist 
critical but accurate feedback because it is inconsistent with their inflated 
leadership-based beliefs. 

Assumption 2: Some leaders will respond to negative information 
with more pseudoscientific thinking than others. 

The primary moderating variable is likely to be ego defensiveness. Leaders 
who believe they have poor leadership skills (presumably a minority) will be 
less defensive about critical information because such information will not 
conflict with their self-concepts. Likewise, even individuals with inflated be-
liefs about their respective leadership abilities might process negative infor-
mation accurately if they can avoid being overly defensive.32 Another poten-
tial moderator of the pseudoscientific thinking effect involves the threatened 
leader’s belief about the nature of leadership. Leaders who believe that leader-
ship ability is fixed (i.e., unchangeable, unable to be improved) will likely feel 
more threatened by negative feedback than will leaders who believe that their 
leadership ability is malleable (i.e., changeable, can be improved) and may 
be more likely to engage in pseudoscientific thinking to defend themselves 
rather than facing the negative feedback and working on self-improvement.33 

We now return to our list of eight characterizations of pseudoscience to ex-
amine whether it can elucidate how poor leaders can continue to believe that 
they are good leaders. 

1. Belief in Authority. Threatened leaders can affirm their leadership-related 
self-beliefs by believing (a) that they possess a heightened ability to judge 
effective leadership and (b) that effective leadership corresponds closely to 
their own leadership. This strategy is particularly operative when another 
person suggests that the threatened leader consider modifying his or her 
leadership style. Criticized leaders can argue, even privately, that they know 
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what it takes to be a leader and that critical perspectives are naïve or inac-
curate. Researchers have not examined clearly whether leaders overestimate 
their ability to identify effective leadership. Yet, individuals clearly tend to 
overestimate their intelligence in similar interpersonal domains. Individu-
als, on average, appear to overestimate their interpersonal intelligence34 and 
their emotional intelligence.35 Individuals might be particularly prone to 
overestimating their emotional intelligence when they are unskilled in that 
domain.36 There is evidence that individuals distort their perceptions of ef-
fective leadership to meet their own needs. Individuals tend to distort “ideal 
leadership” to match how they see themselves.37 Narcissistic leaders tend to 
view leadership in a way that justifies their own destructive behaviour.38 It 
has even been suggested that one major factor in poor hiring decisions is a 
“just like me” bias.39

2. Unrepeatable Experiments. An experiment generally refers to a set of ob-
servations that took place in a laboratory or a field setting. Leaders rarely, if 
ever, participate repeatedly in a systematically controlled leadership study. 
Rather, leaders typically progress through a variety of real-world leadership 
experiences that are usually difficult to compare precisely. Accordingly, lead-
ers accumulate evidence about their leadership abilities in something more 
like a series of case studies and could not point to a specific “experiment” 
where they had been successful. Yet, the fact that assessments of leadership 
ability are typically based on recollections of a variety of case studies provides 
the ambiguity that enables other forms of pseudoscientific thinking.

3 and 4. Handpicked Examples and Disregard of Refuting Information. Be-
cause leaders do not work in carefully controlled settings, they have ample 
opportunity to focus on evidence that indicates positive leadership ability 
while simultaneously refuting unsupportive evidence. In fact, these two pro-
cesses are so intertwined at the personal level, we reviewed them together. 
Research demonstrates that individuals use self-deception to maintain a pos-
itive self-image; some people will repress the negative information, spending 
less time to process and encode it, and if the feedback is given publicly and 
cannot be ignored, they pay more attention to negative feedback in order 
to develop refutations of the criticism.40 Sedikides and Green, in their work 
on self-protective measures in the face of negative feedback, found evidence 
that negative self-referent information is actually neglected; it receives fewer 
cognitive processing resources than does positive self-referent information.41 
This effect was specific to processing information about the self; partici-
pants exhibited no trouble recalling negative feedback about another person. 
Similarly, Stone and Stone found that individuals who receive inconsistent  
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feedback from two raters of equal status and knowledge (one positive rating 
and one average rating) tend to view the positive rating as more accurate.42 
Their research demonstrated additionally that recipients of consistent feed-
back (positive feedback from both raters) used this information to bolster 
their feelings about their own task competence, but recipients of inconsis-
tent feedback (at least one positive and one average rating) reported similar 
bolstering of task competence. This indicates that, in the presence of at least 
one piece of positive feedback, negative feedback is often discounted. Leaders 
are not exempt from these self-protective techniques. Baumeister extensively 
reviewed the ability of evildoers, many of whom were leaders, to minimize 
their attention to their nefarious transgressions.43 Smither, Brett, and Atwater 
found that, after receiving multisource feedback, leaders from both an el-
ementary school district and a retail organization recalled positive feedback 
information about themselves significantly better than they did negative 
feedback information.44

5. Exaggerated Beliefs in Unfair Group Treatment. Hogan and Hogan identi-
fied several “dark-side” traits associated with managerial derailment.45 One 
such trait is argumentativeness. Leaders with this trait are “keenly alert for 
signs of mistreatment” and they “specialize in conspiracy theories.” They 
avidly defend themselves by bolstering their personally-held theories about 
how the world operates and by attacking countering viewpoints.46 As Kramer 
and Gavrieli attest, paranoia may be a way that even normal people make 
sense of and cope with threatening situations and leaders in particular may 
be hypervigilant to signs of threat, especially to their power or credibility.47 
Narcissists may seek out leadership positions to satisfy their need for power,48 
and the paranoia that can be associated with narcissism may induce such 
leaders to perceive subordinates’ mistakes as intentional attempts at under-
mining their leadership.49

6. Unwillingness to Test Pseudoscientific Theories. Pseudoscientific thinkers 
exhibit an unwillingness to test their theories, seemingly out of fear that the 
resulting evidence would disrupt their central belief systems. Leaders can 
mimic this defensive behaviour by avoiding feedback situations altogether. 
Argyris pointed out that this kind of defensive thinking is a “closed loop” 
that ignores other points of view in order to defend against the threat of dis-
crediting information.50 Managers with low managerial self-efficacy demon-
strate less willingness to seek employee feedback and a greater likelihood of 
denigrating those employees who offer improvement-oriented feedback.51 
In four experimental studies, See and others demonstrated that individuals 
with more power were significantly less likely to seek or heed the advice of  
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others, and that this negative relationship was driven by their confidence in 
the accuracy of their own judgments, even though their judgments were less 
accurate than the judgments of less powerful individuals.52 When asked to 
rate the harmfulness of a variety of leadership behaviours, participants in 
a study by Pelletier rated behaviours related to the leader’s unwillingness to 
listen to feedback as especially harmful.53 For example, 90% of participants 
rated failure to respond to employees’ concerns as harmful and 82% rated 
ignoring employee comments as harmful.

7. Theories are Arranged So They Can Only Be Confirmed. Recall that pseudo-
scientific theory can be structured so that evidence can confirm the theory 
but disconfirming evidence can be easily dismissed. The evidence surround-
ing leadership ability can be arranged similarly. Effective leadership is typi-
cally framed as a product of leaders, followers, and the situation.54 These 
general factors provide leaders with built-in explanation for indicators of 
leadership failure. Leaders can blame failure on followers or on situational 
factors that were beyond their control. In a review, Pelletier notes that blam-
ing others for the leader’s mistakes is evident in five of six harmful leadership 
styles.55 In an applied linguistic analysis of the apologies of four Chief Execu-
tive Officers (CEO) of British banks giving testimony to the United Kingdom 
House of Commons at the Banking Crisis Inquiry in 2009, analysts deter-
mined that all four former bank leaders used language that directed blame 
for the crisis away from themselves. They expressed shock and outrage at “the 
turn of events” and other situational factors. The CEOs avoided taking any 
personal responsibility and indeed aligned themselves verbally with taxpay-
ers as victims of the situation.56 Obviously, leaders could attribute positive 
evidence to external sources, but the robust influence of self-enhancement 
and the self-serving bias suggests that this is less likely, particularly when 
leaders are characteristically narcissistic.57 This general dismissal of evidence 
that disconfirms personal leadership theories is further enabled by the ambi-
guity associated with defining leadership and the corresponding challenges 
in assessing leadership effectiveness precisely.58 It is easier for individuals to 
self-enhance on ambiguous criteria.59 Leaders can always deflect negative in-
formation because no single piece of information demonstrates convincingly 
that one’s leadership ability per se was inadequate. This is in contrast to other 
criteria that are far more definitive (e.g., the time it takes to run 1600 meters).

8. Scientific Explanations Are Replaced with Less Tenable Explanations. This 
final characteristic allows a broader integration of the previous points. 
Imagine a situation where all the available information points to failed 
leadership: performance metrics are down, formal and informal feedback  
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consistently highlight problems with the leader’s behaviour, and high-quality 
employees are leaving the organization. The straightforward explanation is 
that the leader is not leading effectively. Yet, leaders can invoke a series of 
inelegant defensive explanations. Common among these might be a ten-
dency to blame followers or situational factors that were beyond the leader’s 
control. Each of these explanations could conceivably be true, which is why 
the leader believes them, but these explanations collectively can appear more 
convoluted and less likely than the simpler explanation of leader failure. It 
is not surprising that scientific research has not examined this specific phe-
nomenon systematically. Doing so would entail finding situations where the 
leader has failed definitively and verifying that the leader has privately de-
nied this failure by pointing to untenable explanations involving coworkers 
or situational factors. Nevertheless, research on excuse-making suggests that 
this type of reasoning exists.60 Narrative reviews integrating a variety of lead-
ership anecdotes describe how leaders can respond to negative information 
by unfairly blaming others or blaming situational factors.61

Based on this review, we believe that the concept of pseudoscience provides 
a useful metaphor for understanding how leaders can view themselves as ef-
fective, often to the bewilderment of others, in the face of discrediting evi-
dence. Several well-established psychological and leadership principles, the 
majority of which have been supported empirically, reveal that leaders can 
use a variety of self-enhancement strategies to protect their positive beliefs 
about their leadership in a manner similar to pseudoscience adherents pro-
tecting their core pseudoscience-based beliefs. Moreover, research indicates 
that abusive or destructive forms of leadership occur frequently. We specu-
late that very few of these leaders would identify themselves as abusive or 
destructive. We speculate further that many of these leaders would identify 
themselves as above average.62

As a result, we believe that it is useful to classify some leaders as pseudoscien-
tific leaders. Pseudoscientific leaders excessively employ one or more cogni-
tive strategies to process interpersonal and performance-based information 
in a manner that allows an unusually delusional positive assessment of their 
respective leadership abilities.63 This process is akin to the pseudoscientist 
who employs overly biased forms of information processing to promote an 
otherwise unjustifiable view.  The concept of pseudoscientific leaders differs 
from other classifications of leadership style (e.g., transformational leader-
ship, toxic leadership) because the focus is not on how the leader treats sub-
ordinates but rather how the leader processes information about his or her 
leadership effectiveness.
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The support for our concept of pseudoscientific leadership was based on 
Hansson’s recent characterization of pseudoscience.64 We added one item 
to Hansson’s list to avoid handpicking items from a lengthy list of pseudo-
science characterizations. Nonetheless, pseudoscience and leadership seem 
connected in two additional important ways. One such connection involves 
the ambiguity associated with characterizing effective leadership. As noted 
earlier, this ambiguity allows individuals the luxury of self-deceit in evaluat-
ing their own leadership effectiveness. Interestingly, one old characterization 
of pseudoscience involves its proposed effects operating near the limit of de-
tectability, meaning that the evidence for the effect is difficult to observe (e.g., 
paranormal activity). The subtlety involved in observing the effect provides  
pseudoscientists the ability to fool themselves.65 Another leadership- 
pseudoscience connection involves leaders’ ability to associate primarily with 
those who provide positive feedback about their leadership ability. When 
leaders seek the company of supportive subordinates, it can contribute falsely 
to feelings of leadership effectiveness.66 The characterization of pseudoscience 
working in isolation from the scientific community works similarly.67 Pseu-
doscience adherents will often associate with other believers, which might 
make the pseudoscience seem more believable.68 In sum, the power of self-
enhancement appears to work in many interconnected ways, some of which 
do not map cleanly onto a particular list of pseudoscience characteristics.

It is important to note that cultural context will surely influence the preva-
lence and quality of pseudoscientific leaders.  There is no way to review 
all the cultural factors that could influence this process, but one obvious 
concern is whether self-enhancement is a pan-cultural human tendency. 
One viewpoint is that self-enhancement is pan-cultural but is modified 
by context. Another viewpoint is that self-enhancement occurs more in 
Western cultures which tend to be more individualistic.69 The pan-cultural 
view of self-enhancement suggests that leaders might be similarly defensive 
about their respective leadership abilities universally, although the nature 
of that defence could change. For example, individuals from collectivist 
cultures, rather than individualist cultures, might be more defensive about 
teamwork-related issues. In contrast, the self-enhancement as a primar-
ily Western perspective suggests that leaders from non-Western cultures 
might be less defensive, and therefore less pseudoscientific, in responding 
to threatening leadership information. We therefore encourage a cautious 
application of our model to other cultural settings.

A final and related issue involves pseudoscientific leadership in the military 
specifically. The military provides its own cultural context within a broader 
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cultural context. These cultural factors could enhance or inhibit pseudosci-
entific leadership. In theory, the emphasis that military organizations often 
place on leader development could create less defensive responses to nega-
tive leader feedback. This could occur because individuals are motivated to 
develop their leadership abilities and therefore place a greater emphasis on 
attending to critical information. It is also possible that the military attracts 
more service-oriented people who are correspondingly less defensive.70 On 
the other hand, it might be difficult for military professionals to believe that 
they are below-average leaders because of the contextual importance of lead-
ing effectively. It is also possible that aspects of the military, such as power, 
attract narcissistic individuals.71  Furthermore, the structure of military or-
ganizations might allow greater levels of leader delusion. Formal apprais-
als are often controlled exclusively by superiors. This can enable a military 
professional to use a “kiss up, kick down” strategy where behaviour towards 
superiors is supportive but behaviour toward subordinates is negative. This 
process is possibly enabled further by the formal and normative restrictions 
on subordinate disobedience, and by the ability for the negative leader to 
move on to a different assignment every few years.72 It is interesting to note 
that examinations into negative forms of leadership have often occurred in 
military contexts.73 These examinations suggest that military organizations 
have destructive leaders who presumably are unaware of their destructive 
leadership styles.

RECommEndations FoR WoRKing  
With thE PsEudosCiEntiFiC LEadER
Understanding pseudoscientific leaders sets the stage for working with them. 
Unfortunately, our overarching recommendation involves having realistic 
perceptions about how resistant pseudoscientific leaders can be to change. 
A feature of many pseudoscience adherents involves their inability to con-
sider alternatives to their beliefs despite all logical arguments to the contrary. 
Gardner provides an illustrative description in the preface of his book, where 
he notes that supporters of a pseudoscience can have answers to every logi-
cal counterargument.74 Similarly, Storr notes that pseudoscience believers 
are generally unpersuadable.75 Thus, one option for coping with pseudosci-
entific leaders is simply to remove them from their respective positions or 
limit their leadership responsibilities. This option might not be feasible for a 
variety of reasons. Furthermore, we believe that pseudoscientific leaders can 
improve over time, even if they are unlikely to recognize immediately their 
leadership-based delusion.
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When dealing with a pseudoscientific leader, our first recommendation is 
to listen respectfully to the threatened leader. It is always possible that the 
explanations offered by seemingly destructive leaders will be correct or par-
tially correct. Subordinates might be partially to blame for problems, but not 
at the level suggested by leaders. Even The Committee for Skeptical Inquiry 
acknowledges that pseudoscientific beliefs could be proven correct.76 Besides, 
when pseudoscientific leaders seem to be misguided in their perceptions, 
listening respectfully will make them feel better about the feedback process 
and hopefully provide feedback givers additional credibility.77

Our second recommendation is to promote the notion of leadership being 
a malleable skill. An extensive literature suggests that individuals respond 
more adaptively to critical feedback when they believe that the skill in ques-
tion can be improved and is therefore under their control.78 Yet, individuals 
often promote the idea that leadership is a fixed skill. In the United States, it 
is not uncommon to hear someone praised as a “natural born leader” which 
suggests, of course, that leadership ability is determined by genetics. Military 
organizations should take care to avoid this type of language both in formal 
training programs and in informal discussions. The notion of leadership be-
ing a developable skill would ideally be introduced early in professional mili-
tary education as part of a commitment to lifelong development.

Our third recommendation is to focus on specific skills rather than on the 
totality of leadership.79 Individuals who receive negative feedback about their 
leadership ability might become defensive or despondent about this broad 
attribute. In contrast, the domain of leadership includes many specific skills 
that appear to be developable. For example, military professionals might re-
spond more effectively to feedback indicating that they need to work on be-
ing assertive as opposed to needing to work on their leadership generally. 
Obviously, even some of these specific skills might appear to be difficult to 
develop. Leaders who are generally anti-social, for example, are unlikely to 
embrace being more compassionate and caring. That said, even these lead-
ers might learn to make fewer abrasive specific comments in the workplace.

Our fourth recommendation is to focus on the evidence. Pseudoscience ad-
herents can be adept at turning discussions away from the primary issue.80 
The pseudoscientific leader will be likewise tempted to steer a conversation 
away from the evidence at hand. To illustrate, a pseudoscientific leader might 
steer a conversation toward whether leadership can be assessed at all rather 
than discussing behaviours that could improve his or her leadership abilities. 
Pseudoscientific leaders will have numerous explanations, many of which 
could be partially true, about why problems were beyond their control. These 
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discussions can be useful for building trust with pseudoscientific leaders by 
seriously considering their perspectives. Nevertheless, pseudoscientific lead-
ers must consider whether there are ways that they could be more effective 
in their current environments. Pseudoscientific leaders in particular need ex-
ceptionally clear performance goals and personal goals. There is a “burden of 
proof ” argument about pseudoscience that might be useful when reviewing 
indicators of leadership success.81 Pseudoscience will sometimes imply that 
because an idea has not been disproven, the idea is legitimate (e.g., the in-
ability to disprove alien visitation becomes support for alien visitation). The 
scientific response is that theories must have evidence supporting their util-
ity. Likewise, pseudoscientific leaders will put an undue emphasis on refuting 
evidence suggesting that they are leading ineffectively. Pseudoscientific lead-
ers can be challenged to provide evidence that they are leading effectively. 
This discussion might be less threatening and more effective.

Our fifth and final recommendation is to consider lowering the stakes re-
garding leadership. We believe that leadership can be overly romanticized 
in the United States. When organizations and societies promote leadership 
excessively, it presumably becomes difficult for individuals to admit being 
substandard in this domain. This is particularly evident in the United States 
Armed Forces which emphasizes repeatedly the importance of leadership. 
Obviously, leadership is a critical skill and it is often a requirement for  
success. Nevertheless, we are simply suggesting that leadership could be  
elevated to a point where many individuals cannot admit, even privately, 
that they are mediocre or poor at this seemingly life-encompassing vari-
able. There are certainly deplorable personality characteristics that can 
make one a poor leader, like being abusive. Yet, some other leaders struggle 
for reasons that have little to do with their qualities as human beings, like 
having trouble with public speaking.

ConCLusion
In closing, our conception of the pseudoscientific leader should facilitate 
leader development in two primary ways. The first involves understanding 
and working with pseudoscientific leaders. We believe that organization 
members are often puzzled as to how individuals with destructive forms of 
leadership can be so ignorant of their own destructive behaviour. We believe 
that the classification of pseudoscientific leaders can help clarify how such 
leaders can be so obtuse. We also hope that properly understanding this type 
of leader can make individuals more patient and more effective in dealing 
with them. Understanding the pseudoscientific leader can also help explain 
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why leader development efforts can produce marginal, non-existent, or even 
negative results.82 Organizational members who work with pseudoscientific 
leaders must consider how they frame attempts at leader development.

The other issue involves recognizing and addressing oneself as a pseudosci-
entific leader. When individuals are properly aware of these pseudoscientific 
leadership practices (or tendencies), this awareness should diminish their 
personal ability to create this type of denial. It might be tougher to blame 
subordinates for mission failure when one is also cognizant that this is a com-
mon tactic employed by pseudoscientific leaders. This process of admitting 
personal leadership failure can be painful. Recognizing that one is distort-
ing leadership-related evidence substantially can lead to admitting personal 
weaknesses that people do not care to admit. However, many leader attri-
butes can be developed. Because the military continues to serve a critically 
important function in society, military members should feel a sense of re-
sponsibility to examine their respective leadership abilities objectively and to 
commit to improving those abilities.
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ChaPtER 4

thE PRobLEm oF EviL LEadERshiP:  
ConCEPtuaL asPECts and  
visuaLizEd naRRativEs
Florian Demont, PhD, and Michael Jager*

intRoduCtion
Even though evil has haunted mankind for a long time, what is tradition-
ally understood by the epithet “the problem of evil” has only been an object 
of research for theology and metaphysically informed ethics. The concept 
sometimes appeared in public discourses and private conversations, but 
there it was usually synonymous with being “very bad” in a moral sense. In 
recent years, however, the concept of evil has also found application in social 
psychology and interdisciplinary studies of organizational behaviour.1 This 
scientific usage is new, as it has apparently become necessary in order to de-
scribe a specific set of phenomena that is deeply problematic and, at the same 
time, a possible object for scientific enquiry. Of course, leadership studies in 
general and military leadership studies in particular cannot afford to ignore 
the concept of evil. The questions are: what actually is the concept and what 
role should it play in leadership studies?

The concept of evil can be approached from two different angles: bottom-up 
and top-down. With the bottom-up approach, one would begin with clear 
cases of evil leadership and evil administrative structures and then go on 
to investigate what their characteristics are and why people go along with 
it. This will not be the topic of this chapter, but rather the topic of the fifth 
chapter, by Reed and Dobbs. What will be discussed here is a top-down ap-
proach. First we offer a philosophical analysis of the concept of evil leader-
ship which distinguishes it from morally bad leadership. We shall argue that 
while morally bad leadership still achieves its goals, evil leadership defeats 
the very purposes of leadership in the long term (and is, in that sense, per-
verse). In the second step, we articulate in general terms what it means to 
defeat the purposes of military leadership and thereby offer an account of evil 
* The views expressed in this chapter are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect 

those of the Military Academy or the Swiss Armed Forces.
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leadership in the military context. In order to illustrate the concept of evil 
leadership, and of evil military leadership in particular, we will present and 
analyze visualized narratives from movies in order to render the conceptual 
framework more accessible.

Having thus analyzed the concept of evil military leadership, we will present 
further analyses and examples from films to come up with conditions for a 
solution to the problem of evil leadership. The basic idea here is that we want 
to spell out how the purposes of military leadership can be secured in the 
long term. Solving issues of evil military leadership therefore requires spe-
cific measures to secure the purposes of military leadership.

FRom thE PRobLEm oF EviL to  
thE PRobLEm oF EviL LEadERshiP
In Western culture, evil has often been conceived of as something that has no 
being or that corrupts being. The kakon of Anaximander, Plato and Plotin  
has this metaphysical aspect and the malum of Augustine and Aquinas, 
for whom all things created by God are fundamentally good, continues 
this line of thought by construing the malum as a privatio boni, a privation 
of good. If seen from this perspective, evil cannot be said to exist, it only  
exists insofar as it drives to corrupt what is good. From its roots in ancient 
Greek thought up to Leibniz, there has usually been a question about meta-
physical compatibility at the centre of the problem of evil. How and to what 
extent is the rational order of nature, the perfect order of God’s creation 
or God’s own goodness compatible with the fact that there is evil in the 
world? Obviously, suffering, sickness, war, unethical behaviour, natural di-
sasters and anything else that did not correspond to the higher order was a 
challenge for the fundamentally optimistic outlook of these thinkers. What 
does that tell us about a perfectly rational world order or an omnipotent, 
benevolent God?

Leibniz argued rationalistically that the present world was the best of all pos-
sible worlds and this shows that God, who can be seen as the ideal leader, 
is indeed all-good, all-knowing and all-powerful at the same time. The fact 
that there are individual events we humans do not find good does not show 
that we do not live in the best possible world, if we consider the world as a 
whole. True, an all-powerful God could change individual evil events, but 
that means asking for an alteration of a natural order that might, all things 
considered, already have been perfect.2 So, Leibniz argues, there is no reason 
that individual evil events provide evidence for giving up the optimistic view 
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that we live in a world that is the best, all things considered, of all possible 
worlds.

This and related problems have always had their place in narrative cinema 
and are a main ingredient of much good storytelling in movies. This is es-
pecially the case in disaster movies where volcanic eruptions, impact events, 
tsunamis or firestorms all serve as a basis for narratives. The movies often 
depict natural disasters which result from human intervention in the form 
of misguided “evil” science or bad policies that provoke a reaction from na-
ture. The moral explanation of natural evil in visualized narratives puts man 
back in the centre of attention as he causes a reaction to his crimes against 
nature and will thus be punished for his malice. But sometimes there is no 
explanation at all why nature is out of control. Natural evil in film has proven 
to be relatively impotent to religious solutions or implications. Science, poli-
tics, and the military are often represented as secular counterparts to religion 
which can control a natural evil to some degree, but remain partially respon-
sible themselves for nature’s retaliation in the first place.3 

Generations after Leibniz have sometimes tended to question the prima facie 
optimism that Leibniz built on. More often, however, they started to reject the 
metaphysical perspective which framed the initial question and its possible 
answers for Leibniz. For them, evil in the world was worrying not so much 
if it threatened trust in a good natural or divine order; they found those evils 
which are caused by humans more disconcerting. The problem of evil slowly 
turned into a question about how human free will, and the newly emerging 
rights of liberty, can be compatible with evil human deeds if free will is to be 
good in and of itself. How should we understand and deal with evil human 
deeds which were freely willed? How are they possible, what does it mean for 
the value of freedom and what does that entail for ethics in general? 

The narration of D.W. Griffith’s classic movie Intolerance (1916)4 illustrates 
how man acts inhumanely to others and how we deal with the problem that 
despite man’s free will being basically good, men do evil. The movie is no-
table as a very ambitious and colossal project for its time, running almost 
three hours and blending four different plot-lines into one bigger narration 
about intolerance and injustice in human history. Regarded by many as an 
anti-war or pacifist movie at the time of its release,5 the movie itself has no 
direct connection to the Great War in any of the four stories. The epic story-
telling centres around religious and social intolerance through the ages, with 
depictions of the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, the life and death of Jesus 
Christ, the conquest of Babylon by the Persians and a modern day story of 
two lovers, with all stories sharing a common theme where the ones in power 
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oppress the powerless. The historical melodrama shows how the phenom-
enon of intolerance (or injustice) was omnipresent in the history of mankind. 
With the movie’s subtitle Love’s Struggle Throughout the Ages, Griffith made it 
clear where he sees the solution to how to not lose hope in humanity. Being 
one of the first monumental movies in the history of early narrative cinema, 
it also shows how the issue of moral evil has always been present and in need 
of storytelling, even a hundred years ago when movies just started to develop 
from pure spectacle6 to a respectable form of art. With its clear distinction 
between good and evil and a biblical mise-en-scène,7 Intolerance is a good 
starting point to see how movies illustrate conceptions of evil in an experi-
mental form of storytelling. Intolerance is interesting not only from a histori-
cal point of view but also because of its ageless themes. 

The two most important root strategies for dealing with the more modern 
version of the problem of evil are commonly associated with Marx and  
Engels on one side and Freud on the other. The first approach (and its numer-
ous successors) seeks to identify repressive structures in society to explain 
why there are evil deeds despite individual freedom. The main idea here is 
that people do evil things because they want to restrict other people’s natu-
ral freedom or because their natural freedom is restricted by other people. 
For Marx and Engels, repressive structures alienate human beings from who 
they are naturally, and they consider overthrowing such structures a cate-
gorical imperative.8 Freud (and most of his successors) identified subcon-
scious drives and dispositions that manifest as evil deeds. Those drives and 
dispositions override what we consciously will and thus bypass the domain 
of individual freedom. Freud himself posits a death drive, which explains 
the aggressive behaviour of individuals, which may also be the very basis for 
guilt, anxiety and discontent in the entire civilized society.9

While contemporary work in the social sciences on the notion of evil tends 
to focus on identifying repressive structures in societies, organizations or 
groups, Freud’s conception often informs explanations of an individual’s 
evil deeds, especially when it seems unlikely that the individual was merely 
the victim of repressive structures. Concerning the notion of evil leader-
ship, these two approaches suggest straightforward ways for defining it. Evil 
leadership can thus either refer to establishing and maintaining repressive 
structures or it can simply refer to a leader who is not capable of sublimating 
destructive drives. These are two candidates for the cause of evil leadership. 

To illustrate how evil manifests through repressive structures, a fine exam-
ple of an approach along the lines of Marx and Engels is Soviet filmmaker 
Sergei M. Eisenstein’s revolutionary propaganda epic Battleship Potemkin 
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from 1925.10 The movie deals with the historical uprising of Russian marines 
against the Tsarist regime in 1905 and features a heavily socialist narrative 
which is an iconic example of “Soviet Montage,” a manipulative filming tech-
nique that Eisenstein invented.11 With suggestive film editing and psycho-
logically intriguing patterns of images, the director visualized a clear enemy 
of man in the repressive Tsarist regime, represented in various agents of po-
litical and religious authority like brutal military officers or orthodox patri-
archs. Eisenstein was deeply rooted in Marxist ideology while creating his 
revolutionary movies, following the dictum of not trying to understand his-
tory but to change it. He was convinced that art should not establish political 
structures but question them and transform the viewer.12 Ironically, during 
the filming of his later epic movie about Ivan the Terrible13 Eisenstein fell out 
of favour with Stalin and left the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, a victim 
of the same repressive structure he helped establish.14 

On the other hand, if we regard evil as a dark subconscious drive in the sense 
of Freud, a good example is Fritz Lang’s movie M (1931).15 The movie was 
inspired by various real cases of child murderers and serial killers like Fritz 
Haarmann and Peter Kürten that haunted the Weimar Republic of Germany 
between the two World Wars.16 The production was embedded in a context of 
political instability and economic poverty which led to a general increase in 
criminality. This overall dark setting and socio-political context was present 
in many Weimar Republic movies that featured evil individuals or arche-
typical villains like the manipulative hypnotist in The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari 
(1920), the vampyric Count Orlok in Nosferatu (1922) or the power-hungry 
Dr. Mabuse (most notably in The Testament of Dr. Mabuse from 1933).17 In 
M, the main character Beckert (played by Peter Lorre) is a child molester 
who is fully aware of his malign needs but who also suffers from them. The 
thought of someone attacking or killing the innocent is something that a nor-
mal person feels deeply repulsed by and such acts are regarded as evil because 
they are beyond rational understanding. During the movie, the killer gets 
caught by a mob of underworld gangsters that put him onto an improvised 
trial without any legal legitimacy and the spectator is confronted with how 
bad men judge evil deeds. 

Although Beckert seems to retain his freedom of will, he is a victim of his 
own lust (unlike the thugs judging him who are driven by greed). The specta-
tor feels relieved when the evil killer is finally in the hands of the police and 
not in those of the underworld anymore18 because the moral order of good 
and evil finally gets its due. The film yields itself to a Freudian interpreta-
tion; the movie can be seen as the psyche itself, structured in “Film-Ich, Film-
Es und Film-Über-Ich” (film-ego, film-id and film-super-ego).19 This allows  
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interpreting the whole movie as an implementation of a Freudian psycho-
analysis, where the psyche of the killer is identical with the psyche of the film. 
The Freudian definition of “the uncanny” (das Unheimliche)20 aptly applies to 
the overall stylistic tone of the movie (and many other examples of German 
Expressionism) due to its use of nightmarish symbolism and the heavy focus  
on the psychological profile of a lust murderer hauntingly performed by  
Peter Lorre in self-reflective speeches. 

Philip Zimbardo offers an alternative to these two basic perspectives, the 
Marxist and the Freudian, by arguing that certain situational factors lead to 
evil behaviour and, as he argues regarding the Abu Ghraib abuses and other 
cases, to evil leadership. For him, repression is not necessarily the result of a 
conscious plan to establish certain structures to restrict other people’s free-
dom and to violate their psychological and physical integrity. Repression can 
be expected to emerge if certain situational factors are present. For him, nei-
ther repressive structures nor subconscious drives and dispositions explain 
the entire phenomenon. Factors like the possibility to defer responsibility, in-
attentiveness, irresponsibility, low self-esteem, a willingness to tolerate unjust 
systems, deeds or persons, are actually decisive for him. Evil leaders succumb 
to these factors and good leaders prove resilient despite their presence and, 
hence, work to minimize these factors.21 

The approach of Zimbardo is well depicted in the German movie The Experi-
ment (2001),22 which features a dramatized version of Zimbardo’s own Stan-
ford Prison Experiment. In his Prison Experiment, ordinary students were 
turned into prisoners and guards as part of an experiment, with disastrous 
results. Another example would be The Wave which was adapted twice for the 
movie screen (1981 and 2008).23 The Wave delivers a fictionalized version of 
a social experiment from 1967 which demonstrated drastically how sensitive 
students are to fascist ideas and how easy they fall prey to such authoritar-
ian structures. Zimbardo himself discusses Lord of the Flies24 as an adequate 
representation of his approach. The dystopian novel from 1954 was adapted 
cinematically twice, in 1963 and 1990. The first film is more faithful to the 
novel; the second is the more successful and overall more popular version. 

Both follow a group of boys stranded on a remote island.25 After having rec-
onciled themselves to their situation and having satisfied their basic needs, 
the collective starts to divide into two groups, one interested in securing or-
der and a steady set of rules and the other group mainly interested in ac-
tion and fun. Tensions begin to rise and after animals get killed, a murder 
happens among the boys, who have meanwhile fallen into a primitive and 
archaic state of some sort of warrior tribe. The narrative shows how even 
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completely innocent individuals like children in an idyllic paradise-like set-
ting can shift to evil deeds if there is an opportunity or a conducive situation. 

EviL LEadERshiP
With these three notions of evil, we get three different ways in which matters 
drift away from what is good. We also get three different notions of evil lead-
ership. There is, of course, ambiguity in the term “evil.” It can refer to moral 
badness, disvalue and injustice, especially in severe cases. But there is also the 
other, more precise, usage of the term, which implies moral badness, disvalue 
and injustice that are so severe that they threaten a positive outlook on the 
world or on human nature. If we look at the three concepts of evil that are rel-
evant candidates for a sound conception of evil leadership suggested above, 
we find that both the idea that there are repressive structures in human inter-
action and the idea that humans have an evil subconscious impulse, a death 
drive, do threaten a positive outlook on human nature. After all, in the first 
case, humans invent, install and entertain repressive structures and in the 
second case, humans have an innate impulse for aggressive behaviour. 

Zimbardo’s approach does not yield itself easily to an analysis of the more 
precise concept of evil. He argues that if situations are a certain way, peo-
ple are more likely to do horrible things. But does that threaten a positive  
outlook on the world in general or human nature in particular? His account 
simply provides a psychological explanation of why and when things are 
more likely to go wrong in a moral sense. Furthermore, Zimbardo holds 
that the very same conditions that produce evil deeds may also produce 
truly heroic deeds:

[A]ny of us could as easily become heroes as perpetrators of evil de-
pending on how we are influenced by situational forces. The impera-
tive becomes discovering how to limit, constrain, and prevent the 
situational and systemic forces that propel some of us toward social 
pathology.26

The sort of evil Zimbardo is interested in is hard to distinguish from deep 
moral badness. He is most interested in the factors propelling us to social 
pathology and how we can prevent it. The difference between the broad and 
general concept of evil and the more precise concept prevalent in philosophi-
cal and theological discourses does not seem relevant for Zimbardo. Howev-
er, if we want to use the concept of evil in social sciences, it should add some-
thing to our explanations that had not been available before. If evil is nothing 
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more than deep moral badness, why say that things are evil instead of saying 
that they are very bad? If the concept of evil is not clearly distinguished from 
the concept of deep moral badness, there will be no explanatory benefit and, 
therefore, no reason for serious scientific discussion.

This does not mean that Zimbardo’s work is useless. It means that he some-
times speaks about evil when he might be talking about moral badness, es-
pecially moral badness related to social pathology. If we focus on Zimbardo, 
the conception of evil leadership we come up with will probably be indistin-
guishable from the different conceptions of morally bad leadership that we 
find in standard treatments of leadership responsibility.27 Zimbardo’s concep-
tion of evil does, at least for leadership studies, offer nothing on the concep-
tual level that a sound account of leadership responsibility does not already 
provide. The present chapter, however, is interested in an analysis of the con-
cept of evil that does explain more than the concept of moral badness does.

Should we explain evil leadership in terms of repressive structures that peo-
ple willfully design and entertain or should we explain it in terms of dark 
subconscious drives? Such a general question may seem too hard to answer. 
Consider that different sorts of leaders have different possibilities to influ-
ence the structures with which and within which they lead. Political leaders 
have other possibilities to influence structures than, for example, managers 
of change processes in private economy. Military leaders have the freedom to 
influence structures that are very different from political or private domains.

If we remain on a very abstract philosophical level, there is actually a straight-
forward way of handling the issue. A leader stands for the structures which 
are within his or her sphere of influence. The leader is thus responsible for 
an organization or part of an organization and that responsibility extends as 
far as their sphere of influence. Whatever happens within a leader’s sphere of 
influence, no matter whether the leader has caused it or failed to prevent it, it 
is something he or she is personally responsible for. If this were not the case, 
if there was something the leader is responsible for without being able to 
influence it, the leader would not be in control and therefore cannot be said 
to actually lead. The opposite is also true: if there was something the leader 
cannot influence without being responsible for it, the leader cannot be said 
to actually lead; the effects of his or her leadership do not concern him or her 
and therefore he or she is not concerned with something within their sphere 
of influence. Therefore, a leader’s sphere of influence and the extent to which 
he or she is responsible are completely congruent. If this is not so, the leader 
does not fully exercise leadership.
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If leaders are personally responsible for everything within their sphere of 
influence, they are responsible for designing, endorsing and not changing 
repressive structures within their sphere of influence – just as much as they 
are responsible for changing and overcoming such repressive structures if 
they do. Because leaders represent organizations or parts of organizations, 
they are personally responsible for anything evil that happens in their sphere 
of influence. And if they design, endorse or decide against changing anything 
evil within their sphere of influence, that fact will count against their moral 
integrity. It is hence completely natural to explain the evil that leaders cause 
or allow in terms of their character. But is this not unfair? Are there not cases 
in which evil happens within a leader’s sphere of influence due to factors 
completely outside the leader’s sphere of influence? If evil happens and the 
leader cannot do anything, evil will not have happened within his or her 
sphere of influence. If factors outside the control of a leader cause an evil, 
the evil will either not happen within the leader’s sphere of influence or the 
leader will be able to do something.

So far, all of this is compatible with what one might want to say about ethical 
leadership. But where is the explanatory benefit of a concept of evil leader-
ship? Traditionally, problems of evil are problems about how evil is com-
patible with the basic goodness of God or human free will. In the case of 
leadership, the problem is about how evil events within the leader’s sphere 
of influence are compatible with the basic trust people have in the leader’s 
authority and in the organization he or she stands for. The concept of evil 
leadership serves to name cases where such specific questions about compat-
ibility arise. The explanatory benefit hence lies in the possibility to name and, 
hopefully, explain whether and how evils within a leader’s sphere of influ-
ence can possibly be compatible with the basic trust on which leadership 
builds. For present purposes, we assume it to be natural to believe that, in 
order to lead people, a leader must have their trust. After all, a tyrant who 
rules through fear and intimidation does not lead people, but forces them –
people act out of fear and due to a commitment or conviction. This is true for 
politics as much as it is for private businesses. But it is especially true in the 
military domain, where leadership must work under extreme circumstances. 
Anything evil within the leader’s sphere of influence should not influence 
subordinates’ trust too much if the goals at hand are to be achieved. Under 
extreme situations, a tyrant who has to depend on his or her followers tends 
to have a hard time.

An interesting approach to visualize evil leadership is the B-movie The 
Prophecy (1999).28 Following an uprising of certain angels against God, their 
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leader, Gabriel, searches for the most evil soul he can find to destroy the 
cosmic order of Heaven. During his quest, he gets chased by the first angel 
ever to revolt against God, Lucifer. Lucifer stops Gabriel in his rebellion as he 
cannot tolerate a second front against Heaven and does not want the eternal 
order of good and evil to be disturbed. The premise of Gabriel’s rebellion is 
that he has lost his faith in God; deeply aggrieved and disappointed by God’s 
love for humanity, Gabriel no longer sees God as a trustful leader of the an-
gelic armies of heaven and is hurt in his pride because he feels removed from 
God’s sight (“he doesn’t speak to me anymore”). In his arrogance, he refers 
to humans as “monkeys” and considers their existence ended the time when 
God loved the angels most. For Gabriel, God has been corrupted by human-
ity, as he sees humanity as the source of all evil. This allegedly evil leadership 
of God thus must be destroyed and an order must be restored where humans 
have no place and angels (led by the archangel Gabriel) regain their rightful 
place next to God.  The movie represents angels as beings who can lose trust 
in their leader, God, in exactly the way same way that humans can if they do 
not understand what their leaders tell them or what their leaders’ plans are.

EviL LEadERshiP in gEnERaL and  
in a miLitaRy ContExt
Based on classic accounts of the problem of evil, we argued that evil is about 
corruption, the privatio boni of Augustine and Aquinas, and threatens such 
ideas as the basic rationality of nature, the existence of an all-powerful, all-
knowing and benevolent God or the basic goodness of human freedom. Fo-
cusing on evil leadership, there is an analogous problem: how are evil events 
within a leader’s sphere of influence compatible with the basic trust in a 
leader (and the organization he or she stands for) that forms the very basis 
of leadership? In order to understand this more clearly, we must refine the 
notion of trust.29 Trust in a leader is a positive presumption that the leader 
makes good decisions and is in control of the situation. From a transactional 
point of view, a trustworthy leader is someone who is a reliable partner in 
a transaction. More precisely, he or she is a reliable partner in the contract 
that binds leaders and those they lead. From a transformational point of 
view, a trustworthy leader is a reliable partner in the sense just mentioned, 
but the leader also stands for and puts into action good and meaningful 
values and perspectives.

The problem of evil leadership thus turns into a question of how evil events 
within a leader’s sphere of influence are to be squared with the requirements 
that, first, a leader must be a reliable partner with their subordinates and that, 
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second, a leader should stand for and put into action good and meaningful 
values and perspectives. Several movies have shown this distinction and ex-
emplify the effective use of transactional and transformational leadership in 
a military context. Two notable examples are the World War II movie Twelve 
O’Clock High (1949)30 and the army prison film The Last Castle (2001).31 The 
second movie especially shows the difference between the two leadership 
styles in a direct and exciting manner. The plot is basically that of a classic 
prison uprising movie with all ingredients typical of the genre,32 but enriches 
the narrative with questions about good military leadership. The Last Castle 
tells the story of the prisoner General Irwin (Robert Redford) who is serving 
ten years for refusing an order to stop a war criminal. Colonel Winter (James 
Gandolfini), the prison commander, is initially very impressed by this for-
mer three-star general, but reacts with hurt pride when he accidentally hears 
Irwin remark that he has no respect for someone who has never served in 
actual combat. Irwin gains the trust of the other prisoners, who see his incar-
ceration as an opportunity to challenge the increasingly inhumane methods 
of Colonel Winter. Winter has all the characteristics of an ineffective trans-
actional leader; he is corrupt, manipulative, using prisoners as spies in ex-
change for merely promissory prison time reductions. He sabotages every 
attempt of Irwin to “get the best out of the men” with collective punishment, 
while always focusing on the crimes the former soldiers have committed in-
stead of considering more positive traits they might have. Irwin successfully 
uses his tactical combat experience and strategic leadership skills not only 
to transform and inspire the inmates, but to take control of the prison itself 
and to eventually undermine Colonel Winter. In the end, Irwin gets shot in 
the back by Winter (who is not able to accept his defeat), who in turn gets 
arrested by his own Captain, as he has lost his trust in him.  

Irwin is a truly transformational leader, who builds trust in his men by lead-
ing through inspiration. Irwin was also a prisoner of war in Vietnam and 
knows how to persist despite extreme stress or unexpected situations. This is 
something that Colonel Winter has never experienced and which is summed 
up by Irwin’s verdict: “he may be prepared, but he is not ready.” Winter lacks 
authenticity when acting as a battle commander and is in the end rightfully 
defeated and degraded by Irwin, first verbally during a dialog (“you are a 
disgrace to this uniform”) and then in an actual combat situation where even 
Winter’s closest officers turn their backs on him and refuse to arrest Irwin.

The problem of trust is particularly acute in the military domain. Dur-
ing missions, there are moments of stress, there may be injuries and there 
may be deaths. Such things can happen due to the leader’s decisions and  
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sometimes subordinates might ask themselves whether they can continue to 
see the leader as someone who embodies good values. If the leader makes 
grave mistakes, subordinates might even question whether he or she still 
qualifies as a reliable partner in the legal arrangement regulating their re-
spective status as leader and subordinate.

There are three reasons why military leadership is so interesting in studying 
the problem of evil leadership:

Stress: Military leadership prepares for and is exercised in extreme situa-
tions, where individuals and their interactions have to function reliably 
despite higher levels of physical or psychological stress.

Defined spheres of influence: In the military domain, the sphere of influ-
ence (i.e., what a leader is responsible for) is usually defined in a precise 
way.

Representation: Military leaders represent the armed forces (and their re-
spective subdivisions) due to a hierarchical structure.

If compared to leadership in the private sector or to political leadership, stress 
levels in the military domain are generally higher in a deployed environment 
(although they are not when in garrison). In the private sector, the spheres 
of influence might be defined less precisely (and usually they are not defined 
as formally as in the military context). Furthermore, outsiders tend to dis-
tinguish more clearly between a leader and the organization that they work 
for in the private or the political domain. Military leaders wear uniforms and 
are expected to behave in a way that clearly manifests military values, values 
which are, at least in democratic nation states, not openly propagated and put 
into action by leaders outside the military domain.

CRitERia FoR soLutions:  
sECuRing good LEadERshiP
Every conception of evil comes with a story about corruption. Traditionally, 
these stories of corruption have been metaphysical or moral. But when it 
comes to evil leadership, corruption takes on a different form. We have al-
ready developed a two-tiered account of the sort of corruption we find in evil 
leadership. On the upper tier, corruption manifests as a lack of faith in the 
leader as someone who stands for and puts into action good and meaningful 
values and perspectives. On the lower tier, corruption manifests as a serious 
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doubt whether the leader in question qualifies as a reliable partner in con-
tracts binding leaders and those led.

It is natural to define sustainability as the direct opposite of corruption. And 
because the sort of corruption we are dealing with here also has a moral con-
notation (we are speaking about evil after all), we may define sustainable and 
good leadership as the opposite of evil leadership. The two-tiered account 
of corruption thus translates into a two-tiered account of what “sustainable 
and good” should mean here. First, sustainable and good leadership makes 
subordinates have faith in the leader as someone who stands for and puts 
into action good and meaningful values and perspectives. Second, sustain-
able and good leadership requires minimally that a leader completely quali-
fies as a reliable partner in contracts binding leaders and those led. These are, 
then, the criteria with which we can identify the sort of leadership that fully 
overcomes the challenge posed by the problem of evil leadership.

Even though the account presented here is more on the abstract side, there 
are nevertheless concrete suggestions that military leaders can take away 
from this for their daily work. The challenge of evil leadership is most effi-
ciently tackled if leaders are able to identify corruption, stick to legal require-
ments and, optimally, stand for and put into action good and meaningful 
values and perspectives:

Identify Corruption: when leaders learn about subordinates who doubt 
whether their leader qualifies as someone who merits faith and trust or 
as someone who is a reliable partner in the contract binding him/her to 
subordinates, investigation is indicated.

Stick to Legal Requirements: if leaders prove to their subordinates that 
they stick to the legal requirements that bind them both and that the sub-
ordinates can demand compliance, more dangerous cases of corruption 
can be prevented or rectified.

Good Values and Perspectives: evil thwarts optimism, motivation and 
meaning; because of that, good values and perspectives (and reliable 
leaders who stand for them and put them into action) are the most ef-
ficient antidote to counter corruption.

The core message of the paper therefore is that where evil leadership is an is-
sue, lawful and reliable leaders with values are needed. And where such good 
leaders are the norm, corruption leading to evil leadership will probably not 
become a challenge.
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ChaPtER 5

miLitaRy LEadERshiP and  
administRativE EviL
George E. Reed, PhD, and Lieutenant Colonel James M. Dobbs, PhD*

In the 1998 publication of Unmasking Administrative Evil, Guy Adams 
and Danny Balfour wrestled with the question of how otherwise good and 
well-intentioned public administrators could perpetrate significant and 
sometimes outrageous harm to others as part of a larger system or process. 
The characteristic example used in their book was the systematic murder 
of millions of citizens by the German Nazi regime, which we know as the 
Holocaust. German civil servants who often did not willingly or knowingly 
sanction intentional harm to others went about their daily work of providing 
public services that were also an essential part of mechanisms that facilitated 
Adolph Hitler’s final solution. 

Public administration, in the form of ordinary civil servants carrying 
out legally sanctioned and routine bureaucratic processes, played a 
key role in all parts of the Holocaust, including the composition and 
management of the civil service, the compiling of lists and manage-
ment of files, defining the legal status of victims and their property, 
the organization of ghetto communities, transportation management, 
the administration of death/slave labor camps, and the coordination 
of these and other activities.1

Adams and Balfour used the term “administrative evil” to distinguish their 
construct from abject or pure evil, a descriptor more applicable to those who 
contrived, directed, and with full knowledge, orchestrated unjustified harm 
to others. Malevolence and ill intention are the handmaidens of abject evil. 
Evil is a harsh word that is sometimes overused in political rhetoric, but its 
use in an ethical sense is associated with unjust outcomes that involve pain, 
suffering, and even destruction of innocent people. Evil exists on a spectrum 
of unethical behaviour extending from an innocuous white lie on one end to 
mass murder and genocide on the other. 

* The views expressed in this chapter are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect 
those of the United States Air Force Academy or the United States Department of Defense.
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Adams and Balfour do not specify exactly where an outcome or behaviour 
moves from bad to evil, but the unjust infliction of suffering that insults the 
fundamental dignity of mankind is at the heart of it. The subjectivity and lack 
of precision of such a determination is an admitted issue, but that is also the 
case with most socially constructed normative constructs. Administrative 
evil is more distant, nuanced, and easy to overlook because it tends to remain 
masked, at least until the harm becomes widely known. Those operating in 
bureaucratic systems where labour is divided into specialized functions can 
easily lose sight of the ultimate long-term cumulative negative impact of their 
effort. Certain types of leadership behaviours and organizational climates 
can also serve to dull moral sensibilities. 

Perhaps organizational members would recognize harm if they looked for it, 
but there is not much incentive in modern organizations to look much farther 
than the boundary of a cubicle. “Don’t ask me, I just work here” is a refrain 
that would be expected from someone with such a limited moral perspective. 
A few examples might be illustrative. Consider the administrative assistant for 
an unscrupulous financial manager. She is a professional who is competent 
and effective in her work, highly regarded for her helpfulness and work ethic. 
Assume that she is unaware of the fact that her boss is bilking others of their 
life savings. She would not necessarily be considered culpable for something 
she is unaware of. At this point the harm is masked. Once it becomes known 
that her boss is a thief, the level of accountability for her actions takes on a 
different character. Once the evil is unmasked she is called to a higher level of 
accountability for her facilitating role. She can continue in an unethical and 
harmful organization, she can choose to end her affiliation with the criminal 
enterprise, or even work against it by cooperating with investigators. 

For an example more in keeping with the military theme of this book, con-
sider the actions of medical personnel who treated detainees at Abu Ghraib 
Central Prison.2 Systematic abuse of detainees at the prison came to the at-
tention of the public after a 60 Minutes II report depicted military police 
enthusiastically punching, kicking, and subjecting detainees to humiliating 
abuse. The transgressions were documented in a series of reports of inves-
tigations and criminal trials. A number of junior enlisted soldiers and non-
commissioned officers were held accountable for their actions despite claims 
that they were acting under the direction of military intelligence officials who 
wanted the detainees softened up for interrogation purposes. Those who en-
gaged in the degrading treatment knowingly produced harm so their actions 
are properly classified as abject evil, but for administrative evil we need to 
look at the periphery.  
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Medical personnel treated wounds that were indicative of abuse, dutifully 
annotating them in health records and applying healing arts, but they did not 
sound an alarm. There were no procedures, rules, or written requirements 
that specifically required them to report the presence of abuse. It was in-
stead a junior enlisted military policeman who slid a package of photographs 
under the door of a United States Army Criminal Investigation Command 
Agent that launched the now famous inquiry. Only after the misbehaviour of 
military police on the night shift became public knowledge did the actions of 
health providers come into question. Only in retrospect after the abuse was 
unmasked did their actions appear questionable as possible acts of omission.  

The process of unmasking evil is of particular importance. Mechanisms that 
identify harm that would otherwise go unnoticed are valuable. A free and ac-
tive press, complaint processes, access to investigators who are not beholden 
to the local command such as military criminal investigative organizations 
and inspectors general all provide an important service. Detecting and ex-
posing otherwise masked evil serves the military well as a correcting mecha-
nism. Whistleblowers that unmask evil are frequently not appreciated in a 
culture that values loyalty, but a more enlightened view recognizes that those 
who speak truth to power provide a good and vital service. An uninformed 
public that gives excessive deference to military personnel and moribund 
elected officials who do not provide vigorous oversight are not particularly 
helpful in preventing administrative evil. 

Adams and Balfour lament the diminution of ethics that seems to be associ-
ated with contemporary mindsets and organizational life. When evil is un-
masked it can be recognized and resisted, but those who are insensitive to 
ethical considerations can be slow to recognize moral dilemmas. Those who 
are less attuned to moral issues rarely suffer the angst that comes with a di-
lemma because they do not see the problem. Two recent discussions illustrate 
an apparent distance in moral sensibilities between military personnel and 
citizens they serve. The first discussion took place at a community event at a 
public museum featuring a display of medieval instruments of torture. Most 
of the attendees were members of the local community. One panelist posed 
a hypothetical scenario that involved a terrorist group placing a weapon of 
mass destruction in a populous city. The scenario offers that a member of 
the group is captured and knows where the device is placed. As the dead-
line for detonation approaches, the question is posed to the group. Would 
they permit the use of torture to extract information that might save the 
city? In the museum group, an overwhelming majority indicated that they 
would not condone torture under any circumstances. They saw torture as an  
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action prohibited by law and convention, wrong and unjustifiable under any 
circumstances. They tended to focus on the unreliability of information ob-
tained via torture. 

The same question was later posed to a military audience consisting largely of 
senior non-commissioned officers. Their response was much more accepting 
of torture, despite its statutory prohibition, if it would result in any chance of 
disrupting the attack and saving lives. It was easier for the military audience 
to justify breaking the rules. Their “ends justify the means” instrumental ap-
proach seemed characteristic of military populations charged with the duty 
to protect. When told of the reaction of the public group, the military audi-
ence reacted with a sense of incredulity and accused their fellow citizens of 
naiveté and lack of understanding of the dangerous nature of the world. The 
relative merits of their arguments are for the purpose of this chapter; less 
important is the observation that military and non-military groups had very 
different moral set points. 

This chapter offers that the notion of administrative evil has application be-
yond the confines of public administration and should be worthy of consid-
eration by military leaders. If divisions of labour and specialized work func-
tions are an issue for almost all modern organizations, and an over-familiarity 
with the application of violence on behalf of the state, the concomitant moral 
corrosion associated with protracted conflict, and certain leadership styles 
common in military settings might be expected to exacerbate the problem 
of moral desensitization or ethical numbness. If the organizational dynam-
ics suggested by Adams and Balfour combine with the morally hazardous 
environment of military operations and cultural aspects present in military 
organizations, then military leaders who are charged with controlling their 
formations and maintaining faith with the democratic societies they serve 
could have their work cut out for them. 

QuEstioning thE EthiCaL hEaLth  
oF thE unitEd statEs miLitaRy
There is evidence that concern about the moral status of the United States 
military is warranted. In 2012, Defense Secretary Leon E. Panetta directed 
a review of ethical standards focused on senior military officers in the wake 
of a spate of sexual misconduct and other scandals.3 In 2014, Defense Secre-
tary Chuck Hagel raised the possibility of a “systemic” ethics crisis inside the 
military.4 A cheating scandal involving Air Force officers responsible for bal-
listic missiles, a YouTube video that allegedly depicted United States Marines 
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urinating on the dead bodies of Taliban members, and an unprecedented 
number of misconduct removals of senior officers and non-commissioned 
officers provided impetus for an examination of ethics in the military. Secre-
tary Hagel appointed Rear Admiral Margaret “Peg” Klein to serve in a new 
position as senior advisor for military professionalism, an unprecedented 
move designed to underscore the importance of a strong professional ethic. 
The United States Army established the Center for the Army Profession and 
Ethic at West Point, “to reinforce trust within the profession and with the 
American people: the foundation for successful accomplishment of the Army 
Mission, consistent with the Army Ethic.”5 Additionally, the United States 
Air Force recently stood up the Profession of Arms Center of Excellence to 
ensure the concept and culture of the profession of arms is taught at every 
level of leadership and supervision. Such initiatives are expensive, yet signal a 
concern about and interest in the moral health of the armed forces.

miLitaRy FaCtoRs FaCiLitating  
administRativE EviL
The notion that protracted conflict has a corrosive effect on the moral status  
of soldiers and society is hardly a new idea. Outraged at the continued  
German rocket bombardment of British territory in 1944, Prime Minister 
Winston Churchill asked his Chiefs of Staff to consider drenching German 
cities in poison gas. As to the morality of the action, Churchill wrote:

It is absurd to consider the morality of the topic when everybody used 
it in the last war without a word of complaint from the moralists and 
the Church. On the other hand, in the last war, the bombing of open 
cities was regarded as forbidden. Now everybody does it as a matter 
of course. It is simply a question of fashion changing as she does be-
tween long and short skirts for women.6

Eisenhower and the service chiefs argued against the initiative largely out of 
concerns over the likelihood of retaliation, especially on allied prisoners in 
German custody, and also on the feasibility of concentrating enough gas in 
one spot to be effective. In the end, Churchill reluctantly acquiesced but it 
was a close call. Had the war extended beyond 1945 and the fortunes of the 
allies turned for the worse, they could have thought more favourably of the 
use of gas or biological weapons in a way that would not have been conscio-
nable in 1939. In capitulating to the concerns of his advisors, Churchill left 
open the possibility of future use.
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I am not at all convinced by this negative report. But clearly I cannot 
make head against the parsons and the warriors at the same time. 
The matter should be kept under review and brought up again when 
things get worse.7 

Two United States Army War College professors recently published a study 
that pointed to an uncomfortable level of lying by military personnel, driven 
by an environment where requirements and expectations exceed available 
resources. The resulting “ethical fading and rationalizing allow individuals to 
convince themselves that their honour and integrity are intact despite ethical 
compromise.”8 Ethical fading and numbness can facilitate administrative evil 
since they lead to less likelihood that harm will be recognized and unmasked. 
This is especially so when organizational members are able to maintain the 
delusion that they hold moral high ground even while engaging in unethical 
activity. Words like integrity and character abound in military culture, yet as 
the Army War College study confirmed, high standards, insufficient resourc-
es, and an unwillingness to recognize inherent limitations can be a formula 
for significant moral hazard. One of the most morally hazardous statements 
from a person in authority has to be, “I don’t care how you do it, just get it 
done.” Pleasing the boss becomes an imperative, and moral inversions where 
bad activities become perceived as good are a predictable outcome. 

The flawed logic of moral inversion goes something like this: It is good to 
accomplish missions assigned by, and important to, my supervisor, therefore 
any action that leads to mission accomplishment is also good. Lying, stealing, 
and contracting violations that would otherwise be considered as unfortu-
nate actions to be avoided are embraced in service to the overriding neces-
sity to accomplish the mission. The preeminence of mission accomplishment 
sometimes puts moral concerns into the background, leading to dishearten-
ing statements heard by military officers when discussing ethics such as, “If I 
need some ethics I will just call the chaplain or a staff judge advocate,” or as 
another senior service college student once quipped, “Ethics, I don’t need no 
stinking ethics.” 

Organizations frequently espouse values that do not coincide with the lived 
experience of their members. On the one hand, shared value systems charac-
terized by homogeneity of values can lead to a number of positive organiza-
tional outcomes, including a common vision, retention and social cohesion.9 
On the other hand, too much distance between espoused and enacted values 
can be problematic. Talking the talk without walking the walk can lead to 
perceptions of hypocrisy, cynicism and quite possibly a sense of betrayal. 
A litmus test for dissonance between espoused and enacted values can be  
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observed when values statements are turned into sarcastic jibes and jokes 
that spread through the organization. Values statements that are meant to in-
spire and motivate can become the brunt of cynical forms of humour if they 
are not part of the lived experience of organizational members. In a Dilbert 
cartoon by Scott Adams published in 2003, the boss points to an image of an 
apple and says, “This apple will remind us of our core values: respect, cus-
tomer service and teamwork.” Dilbert responds with, “The apple’s core is the 
part you throw away.” “Not always. Sometimes I accidentally eat it,” counters 
the boss. Dilbert concludes the strip with the observation, “Maybe the stem 
can represent our loyalty to the company.”

LEadERshiP and administRativE EviL
A 2013 study by Hannah and colleagues noted that leader behaviour has 
both positive and negative impact on the prosocial and antisocial behaviour 
of followers.10 Their study included a sample of 2,572 soldiers serving in Iraq 
in 2009. It found that those who experienced abusive supervision identified 
less with the organization’s core values and demonstrated lower levels of 
moral courage. Abusive supervision was found to undermine moral agency 
and negatively impacted ethical behaviour. Furthermore, those in organiza-
tions with higher levels of abusive supervision were less likely to report ethi-
cal transgressions of others. This study was of particular interest because it 
is one of the few that examined military personnel in a combat zone and it 
focused on the mistreatment of non-combatants as a measure of unethical 
conduct. Applying findings from this study to the notion of administrative 
evil suggests that abusive leadership serves a role in establishing an ethical 
environment where outbreaks of evil are more likely to occur and when 
they do occur they are less likely to be unmasked. It is a military maxim that 
leadership matters, but we are still learning the myriad ways leadership style 
impacts the behaviour of followers as well as the culture and ethical climate 
of military organizations.  

A recent dissertation by James Dobbs (one of the authors of this chapter) 
focused on cadets at the United States Air Force Academy. It found evidence 
that a relationship exists between perceived toxic leadership and increased 
levels of organizational cynicism. It also found that followers of toxic lead-
ers are likely to have more negative attitudes toward their organizations as a 
whole.11 Organizational cynicism is generally defined as a negative attitude 
toward one’s employing organization with three dimensions: (1) a belief that 
the organization lacks integrity; (2) negative effect toward the organiza-
tion; and (3) tendencies to disparaging and critical behaviours toward the  
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organization that are consistent with these beliefs and effect.12 A study by 
Burris, Detert, and Chiaburu found that negative feelings toward the super-
visor carried over to negative feelings towards the organization.13 This could 
be due not only to the toxic leader being perceived as representative of the 
organization, but also due to the perception that the organization does not 
intervene to protect its personnel.  

A lack of faith in the leadership of the unit seems to translate to a lack of at-
tachment to the larger organization with a number of ethical implications. 
These include feelings of frustration, hopelessness, disillusionment, and even 
contempt of individuals or an entire organization. Organizational cynicism 
is related to unmet expectations and pessimistic predictions about how the 
leader of the organization will act in the future. Cynicism predicts a lack of 
organizational citizenship, which is defined as activity that extends beyond 
that which is required: behaviour that tends to serve organizations well. Or-
ganizational citizenship behaviour takes place when unit members are com-
mitted rather than merely compliant. Furthermore, those who report high 
levels of cynicism are more hesitant to take prudent risks. 

Perhaps the leadership at Abu Ghraib contributed to an environment that 
bred cynicism resulting (at least partially) in a climate that fostered ethical 
numbness and moral desensitization. There is some evidence to support this 
as research has shown that low levels of perceived psychological support led 
to higher levels of cynicism.14 

While conditions at Abu Ghraib were as bad for the officers as for 
lower-ranking soldiers, the officers were clearly (very harshly, in many 
cases) judged by other Army officers to have fallen short of expecta-
tions. Every official report on Abu Ghraib indicts the leadership and 
supervision at the facility as having failed to establish an appropriate 
command climate, one in which these abuses might easily have been 
prevented. It is quite possible that had leadership and supervision 
been better, these abuses might not have occurred.15

Given that moral courage requires the confrontation of threat, organiza-
tional cynicism can have a negative impact on an individual’s willingness to 
take moral action, creating an environment for administrative evil to take 
root. One can only imagine whether things might have turned out differently 
at Abu Ghraib, if in the early days of the war, members of the medical team, 
who had contact with the Iraqi detainees, had spoken out about the nature 
of the injuries the detainees were suffering at the hands of prison guards. The 
fact that the medical personnel at Abu Ghraib continued to treat prisoners 
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whose wounds were indicative of abuse reveals how the ethical framework 
within a culture of poor leadership leaves little room for moral choice or for 
the resistance to administrative evil. The medical workers fulfilled their role 
in the process, silently accepting their part in the administrative evil that oc-
curred at Abu Ghraib, as did any number of other intelligence and military 
police personnel.  

buREauCRaCy, PRoFEssionaLism and  
administRativE EviL
In his seminal work, The Soldier and the State, Samuel Huntington wrote: 
“The modern officer corps is a professional body and the modern mili-
tary officer is a professional man.”16 Huntington asserted that the military 
had joined the ranks of the classic professions, including medicine and law, 
because the military had developed the “distinguishing characteristics of 
a profession as a special type of vocation – expertise, responsibility, and 
corporateness.”17 Professionalism is generally viewed as a good thing. To be 
a professional is to master a body of knowledge and apply it in good service 
to a client. Classical professions include relatively high status groups such 
as medicine, law, and the clergy. Professionals are valued and trusted prac-
titioners of important and frequently arcane skills. Members of the armed 
services want to be seen as professionals since it connotes a vocational call-
ing with greater gravitas and prestige than a mere job. Citizens want a pro-
fessional military because it suggests a level of competence and dedication 
that can be trusted. 

Members of the military profession have a special duty to act ethically be-
cause they are given the awesome authority and responsibility of applying 
force on behalf of society.  The Armed Forces Officer states it succinctly: “The 
most basic task of the profession of arms is the armed defence of society, its 
territory, population, and vital interests.”18 To some degree, a sense of profes-
sionalism that requires a focus on a client that is to be well served stands 
as protection against inappropriate use of military power, a perennial con-
cern of the founding fathers of the United States. We tend to take for granted 
standing armies and professionalized armed forces that were once viewed by 
the designers of the American republic with suspicion as feared instruments 
of oppression. 

Don Snider has provided good service to the American military by asking a 
salient question: Is the United States military a profession or is it merely an 
obedient bureaucracy?19 He observed that the armed services operate as part 
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of a massive bureaucratic structure with all of its attendant dysfunctions. Key 
among the problematic aspects of bureaucratic structures is a diffusion of 
information and a mindset that ensures disciplined conformity to established 
processes and procedures. It is a description that aligns closely with Adams 
and Balfour’s portrayal of modern organizations:

Modern organizations, as noted, are characterized by the diffusion 
of information and the fragmentation of responsibility. With diffuse 
and scattered information, literally no one in the organization may 
have a complete enough picture to adequately comprehend the de-
structive activity or actively try to reverse course. Those who might 
have enough of a picture to perceive that something is wrong may 
well assume that higher management is aware of the problem and has 
chosen to do nothing about it.20

In bureaucracies, adherence to rules, initially constructed as means to an 
end, become an end in themselves.21 Those who mindlessly follow rules and 
procedures fit the description of “petty bureaucrats” who lord over their lim-
ited power and jurisdiction. Sometimes rules, processes, and procedures do 
not serve the ultimate aims of the organization, but they become reified and 
immune to influence. 

An example might serve to illustrate the point. The commanding general of 
an infantry division was known to question his soldiers in the performance 
of their daily tasks. One day he approached a soldier on post guard duty 
securing a warehouse that contained sensitive items. The general asked the 
soldier about his assigned tasks and quizzed him on his duties. “What would 
you do, if you saw something suspicious?” the general asked. “I would contact 
my sergeant by radio” the soldier quickly responded.” “Do it,” commanded 
the general. “I can’t” said the soldier, “my radio doesn’t work.” Bemused, the 
general continued the interrogation to find out that not only was the radio 
inoperative, but the soldier’s supervisor was aware of that fact and issued it to 
him anyway. After tracking down the sergeant of the guard, he was met with 
a rational explanation.  While the regulations for the post guard did require 
every soldier have a radio, the rules did not specify that the radio actually 
had to work. It was a case where the rules were followed to the letter, but 
also to the detriment of the purpose for which the rules were created in the 
first place.  Blind obedience to rules and procedures can serve to dull moral 
sensitivities. Just because an activity falls within the parameters of a rule does 
not make it right, or beneficial in accomplishing the goals and objectives of 
the organization.
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Sociologist James Q. Wilson described peacetime militaries as “procedur-
al organizations.”22 The real test of whether a military is effective or not is  
determined on the battlefield. The desired outcome of battlefield success can-
not be readily determined during war. Between periods of conflict, however,  
without the ultimate test of combat, military organizations rely on adherence 
to rules, procedures, and application of doctrine as a substitute. Standard 
operating procedures (SOP) and checklists abound and compliance is en-
sured by virtue of close and layered supervision that includes inspections, 
training drills and exercises. Wilson also notes that during periods of war, 
doctrine and SOPs are frequently discarded. “Staying alive, taking real es-
tate and killing the enemy are such important outcomes that the only SOPs 
which continue to have much force are those that contribute directly to pro-
ducing those outcomes.”23 During peacetime, doctrine tends to flow from 
higher headquarters to units, but during times of war, doctrine struggles to 
adequately and expeditiously capture and distribute lessons learned from 
units operating in the field.

Professionals are less susceptible to bureaucratic dysfunctions because they 
maintain a central focus on serving the client well even if doing so is detri-
mental to members of the profession. Bureaucratic boundaries tend to stay 
fixed and the prerogatives of bureaucrats are assiduously defended, while 
professions expand and contract as necessary to best serve their clients. 
Professionals are expected to adhere to a code of conduct that calls for the 
independent application of professional knowledge to the highest degree 
possible. At the heart of such codes are principles that combine to create an 
ethos that drives behaviour when rules and procedures are inadequate or 
absent. Such intrinsically driven behaviour is frequently beyond the reach 
of bureaucratic organizations that rely primarily on tightly constructed job 
descriptions, rules, guidelines and procedures. Professional ethics involves 
the practice and study of “should” and “ought to” statements for those who 
are entrusted with important tasks.

It is analogous to medical ethics or legal ethics in the sense that its 
core function is to assist those professions to think through the moral 
challenges and dilemmas inherent in their professional activity and, 
by helping members of the profession better understand the ethical 
demands upon them, to enable and motivate them to act appropri-
ately in the discharge of their professional obligations.24

Professionalism in general and professional ethics in specific can be help-
ful in offsetting bureaucratic tendencies that foster outbreaks of administra-
tive evil. It is precisely because the practice of military professional ethics  
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recognizes moral challenges and dilemmas inherent in activities of the armed 
forces that they serve as a potential means for preventing or mitigating the 
impact of administrative evil.  Military practice is laden with moral dilem-
mas, and assertions that the profession of arms is somehow inherently more 
moral than the society it serves is delusional at best and downright danger-
ous at its worst. The military is a microcosm of American society from which 
it draws its membership. It is comprised of a younger and more physically 
fit sample, but every flaw and predilection present in the larger population 
will be manifest to some degree in military formations. Delusions of moral 
superiority become dangerous when warriors come to the conclusion that 
the society they serve is somehow debased, that it is a lesser entity that is 
unworthy of their sacrifice. 

For Adams and Balfour, anything that serves to separate organizational 
members from the consequences of their actions is problematic. Actions or 
processes that dim, fade, or numb moral sensitivity can be viewed as a con-
tributor to the perpetration of harm and are to be minimized. Destructive 
leadership styles that contribute to high levels of cynicism and disassociation 
from espoused organizational values should be corrected. Military personnel 
have a legal obligation to refuse unlawful orders, a provision that encourages 
a degree of moral agency not appreciated by many outside of the armed ser-
vices. Following the orders of a superior is not an acceptable defense against 
accusations of war crimes as evidenced by the trials of Nazis at Nuremberg at 
the end of World War II. When accountability for individual actions becomes 
diffused, evil is more likely to blossom without obstruction. 

When Adams and Balfour contributed the notion of administrative evil, they 
were focused on the role of civil servants and public administrators, but they 
did not intend to limit application of the concept to that field. This explo-
ration has demonstrated that the concept need not be isolated to the field 
of public administration alone. The mindsets, organizational dynamics, and 
narrowly defined roles that contribute to a lack of moral sensitivity and ethi-
cal numbness are not hard to find in the military and might even be more 
prevalent than in other sectors. Because the military operates within a decid-
edly bureaucratic structure, we can anticipate a continuing battle between 
the dysfunctions of bureaucracy and a better nature that stems from a profes-
sional identity. It seems as though to some degree contemporary organiza-
tional life is naturally inclined to produce outbreaks of administrative evil. 

Effective leadership, an ethos driven by a strong sense of professionalism, and 
mechanisms that continually look for and unmask administrative evil could 
serve as mechanisms to counter the slide. Under the press of a strong drive 
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for mission accomplishment, military leaders should be equally attuned to 
not only getting the job done, but also to how the job gets done and whether 
the means used are in concert with organizational values. It would be a shame 
if otherwise honourable service to the nation were tainted by a sense of moral 
regret. Those in positions of authority should be sensitive to the uninten-
tional consequences of systems and processes that contribute to an unethical 
environment such as resource-mission mismatch and excessive competition. 
Ethical climate surveys can be valuable tools in assessing the state of an or-
ganization and sensitizing leaders to ethical issues. It is disappointing, if not 
dangerous, to hear some in positions of authority defer ethical issues to the 
chaplain or staff judge advocate. While clergy and legal advisors can be useful 
sources of information and advice, responsibility for organizational climate is 
an essential element of leadership. Entities that serve to unmask evil are not a 
threat to the organization; they serve a critical function. Just as a free press is 
an indispensable element to the functioning of a democracy, access to elected 
officials, inspectors general, and even whistleblowing activity serves a neces-
sary and valuable function. Those avenues should be reinforced rather than 
lamented. When a service member conscientiously accesses an open door 
or one of the avenues for grievance outside of the chain of command, they 
are not necessarily engaged in an act of disloyalty. They might be unmasking 
administrative evil.  

ConCLusion
This exploration has made the case for inclusion of administrative evil in 
the lexicon of military ethics. An ethically desensitized military can become 
an unwitting tool in outbreaks of administrative evil such as genocide. It is 
an especially appropriate time to consider the topic and assess the ethical 
status of the military. The period immediately after military conflict can be 
a time of useful reflection and rebuilding as the military profession makes 
collective sense of the past and prepares for an uncertain and dangerous fu-
ture. The post conflict period is also a time when hard questions about the 
ethical foundations and overall state of the profession are most appropriately 
asked. A healthy profession of arms is self-monitoring and open to the need 
to evolve and change for the sake of the society it serves. If the concerns 
of Adams and Balfour are taken to heart, an agenda item for professional 
renewal could include a focus on recognizing the factors that contribute to 
administrative evil and adoption of means to prevent or minimize its occur-
rence. In order to be useful for military leaders, the notion of administra-
tive evil needs to be more than something that is recognized only in hind-
sight after the damage is done. It is also necessary to develop sophisticated  
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professionals who are attuned to the long-term impact of their actions and 
willing to engage in sophisticated moral reasoning. 
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ChaPtER 6
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tRansFoRmationaL LEadERshiP  
in miLitaRy oRganizations
Lieutenant Colonel Daniel J. Watola, PhD, Lieutenant Colonel (Retired) 
Douglas R. Lindsay, PhD, and Lieutenant Colonel Robert D. Reimer*

intRoduCtion
Bass and Avolio’s Transformational Leadership model and Sosik and Jung’s 
more comprehensive Full Range Leadership Development (FRLD) model of-
fer a leadership framework that is well suited for use by the armed services.1 
Despite strong evidence for its effectiveness, militaries may find it difficult 
to adopt and apply transformational leadership. It may be that military or-
ganizations, with their hierarchical bureaucracies and unique contexts, pose 
some obstacles for leaders who wish to internalize, apply and realize the ben-
efits of transformational leadership. 

In this chapter, we use Hughes, Ginnett, and Curphy’s Interactional Frame-
work to explore how characteristics of military organizations can influence 
the behaviours of leaders and followers, and inadvertently interfere with the 
adoption and successful application of transformational leadership.2 We will 
then provide recommendations as to how leaders can overcome or mitigate 
these obstacles. Before we begin our analysis, it is instructive to summarize the 
essential components of the transformational leadership and FRLD models.

tRansFoRmationaL and  
FuLL RangE LEadERshiP
James MacGregor Burns, a political sociologist, is generally recognized as 
the first to distinguish between transactional and transformational forms 
of leadership.3 In Leadership, Burns suggested that the transactional form 
of leadership is based on an exchange relationship between leaders and 

* The views expressed in this chapter are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect 
those of the United States Air Force Academy or the United States Department of Defense. 
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their followers, such that each party’s needs are met via workplace transac-
tions (e.g., followers help to achieve the leader’s objectives; leaders reward 
followers with a salary, bonuses, or other benefits). In contrast, he indicated 
that 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 transforma-
tional 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 motivation, and 
supervisory ratings of leader effectiveness.4 Bass and colleagues later incor-
porated this distinction in a Model of Transformational and Transactional 
Leadership, which is now referred to as either the model of Full Range 
Leadership or FRLD.5  

Sosik and Jung provide the most detailed and comprehensive explanation of 
the FRLD model to include its three forms of leadership encompassing eight 
leadership styles, the specific leader behaviours that comprise those styles, 
and the resulting effects of these behaviours on followers and the organiza-
tion.6 According to the authors, the three forms and eight styles of leadership 
can be arrayed along two dimensions as depicted in Figure 6.1. The x-axis 
differentiates between passive and active forms of leadership, while the y-axis 
distinguishes ineffective from effective forms of leadership. Thus, Sosik and 
Jung assert transformational leadership is the most active and effective form 
of leadership, inactive leadership is the most passive and ineffective form of 
leadership, and transactional leadership is somewhat active and effective. In 
the remainder of this section, we will summarize Sosik and Jung’s ideas to 
provide the background required to continue our analysis.  
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* The Four I’s 
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Individualized Consideration
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INEFFECTIVE

The Four I’s *

Contingent
Reward

Active
Management
by Exception

Passive
Management
by Exception

Laissez-Faire

Figure 6.1:  The Full Range Leadership Development Model.7

inaCTive leadership
Inactive leadership is the least active and effective form of leadership, and it 
consists of two leadership styles:  laissez-faire and passive management by 
exception (PMBE). The two styles are classified as inactive due to the low to 
negligible involvement of leaders with their followers. This level of inactivity 
is associated with poor performance as followers notice and mirror the pas-
sivity and minimal effort of their leaders.

Leaders who use laissez-faire are not really leading at all, as they are essen-
tially uninvolved with their followers and their work. Such leaders avoid 
making decisions, solving problems, emphasizing results, and are generally 
unavailable due to absences or failures to follow up. As a result, follow-
ers become detached from their leader, can become confused about their 
roles, and may fight with peers when issues related to responsibilities and 
resources go unresolved. Ultimately, followers respond to laissez-faire be-
haviours with the lowest levels of performance and satisfaction, and may 
even leave the organization.

Sosik and Jung describe leaders employing PMBE as involved with their fol-
lowers, but only when they happen to notice a corrective action is required.8 
Such leaders react to problems reluctantly, intervening to force followers’ 
compliance with policies and procedures only once an infraction, problem 
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or failure has occurred. While this style demonstrates a leader’s willingness to 
enforce standards when presented with a problem, and followers do respond 
with compliance, followers also demonstrate little trust in the leader, little 
commitment to the organization, and exert little effort overall.

TransaCTional leadership
The transactional forms of leadership consist of the active management 
by exception (AMBE) and contingent reward leadership styles. With these 
styles of leadership, the leader is moderately active, creating and execut-
ing exchanges with their followers, and therefore producing better per-
formance from followers as compared to the inactive forms of leadership. 
The difference between the AMBE and contingent reward styles reflects the 
nature and focus of their associated leader behaviours and resulting effects 
on followers.

Unlike PMBE, leaders employing the AMBE style actively monitor followers’ 
work for infractions or failures. They often arrange to know if failures have 
occurred, or are about to occur, and will micromanage followers’ work in or-
der to recover from recent failures or prevent future failures. Unfortunately, 
the leader’s continuous focus on complaints, mistakes, deviations and fail-
ures tends to produce a punitive and demotivating work environment. While 
such behaviours are clearly warranted to ensure compliance with important 
rules, policies, or procedures in critical (e.g., life or death) situations, the ex-
cessive use of this style can increase follower anxiety, stifle innovation, and 
reduce commitment and engagement at the expense of performance.  

Leaders who engage the contingent reward style have crossed the neutral 
point of the FRLD model as depicted in Figure 6.1, and are generally both 
active and effective in their leader behaviours. At its core, contingent reward 
leadership is based on a constructive transaction or contract in which the 
leader sets expectations and goals and suggests ways and means for followers 
to achieve those goals. These goals orient and motivate followers to perform 
in a manner that is mutually beneficial to the leader, follower, and organi-
zation. As the follower works toward those goals, the leader monitors their 
progress, providing support, feedback, and agreed upon rewards when those 
goals are achieved. According to Sosik and Jung, this builds trust in followers 
as they see their leaders supporting their work and following through on the 
contract by delivering earned rewards.9 
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TransformaTional leadership
The transformational form of leadership is firmly entrenched in the active-
effective quadrant of Figure 6.1, and encompasses four styles of leadership, 
collectively referred to as the “4Is” of transformational leadership: idealized 
influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individual-
ized consideration. Rather than leading by corrections or transactions, the 4Is 
work in concert to inspire followers to perform beyond expectations and cre-
ate meaningful change in themselves, their coworkers, and the organization.  

The idealized influence component of the 4Is involves the leader serving as 
a positive role model by displaying high moral and ethical standards, raising 
performance expectations, and placing follower, team, or organizational in-
terests above personal interests. Leaders supplement their followers’ passive 
process of observational learning by actively discussing their most important 
values and beliefs, and the importance of having a strong sense of purpose, 
trusting one another, and working as a team. As a role model to followers, it 
is also important for leaders to consider the moral and ethical implications of 
their actions and decisions, and to advocate for exciting new possibilities that 
can be accomplished via teamwork. When leaders engage these behaviours, 
followers attribute idealized influence to them. Specifically, followers identify 
with the leader, develop admiration and respect for the leader, demonstrate 
trust and commitment toward that leader, and show greater levels of effort 
and motivation on the job.10

The inspirational motivation component involves the leader expressing the 
vision, initiative, energy, and persistence required to motivate followers to 
exceed performance expectations as they work toward that vision. Leaders 
do this by articulating an exciting, optimistic, and compelling vision of the 
future, while talking enthusiastically and confidently about what needs to 
be done to realize that vision. Through these actions, leaders create positive 
psychological states in their followers, which in turn intrinsically motivate 
followers to exert extra effort toward a meaningful vision, and persist in these 
efforts when confronted with obstacles to success.

When leaders employ the intellectual stimulation component, they lever-
age rational thought and creativity to help followers generate new solutions 
to problems and overcome obstacles that stand in the way of progress. This 
can be accomplished by questioning assumptions and methods, seeking di-
vergent perspectives, examining problems from different perspectives, and 
encouraging non-traditional thinking. By promoting these behaviours, fol-
lowers learn to think critically about problems and situations, and to use 
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logic and creativity to come up with new ideas and solutions that exceed 
expectations.

The last of the 4Is, individualized consideration, encourages leaders to treat 
each follower as an individual rather than solely as a member of a group. 
The leader can fashion a developmental plan that provides the right oppor-
tunity, degree of challenge, and level of support to facilitate each follower’s 
leadership development. Leaders do this by listening carefully to followers 
to understand their needs, abilities, concerns, and aspirations, and by sup-
porting followers’ self-development by spending time teaching, mentoring, 
and coaching them on their strengths and weaknesses. In response, follow-
ers respect the leader for their willingness to invest time and effort in their 
development, feel valued as they make meaningful contributions to the or-
ganization based on their unique talents, grow confident in their developing 
abilities, and show more willingness to learn and develop.11  

Although the 4Is are often introduced as four distinct leadership styles, they 
are intended to work together to produce transformational effects. For ex-
ample, when leaders demonstrate idealized influence, followers develop trust 
and respect for them and wish to emulate them. In essence, idealized influ-
ence “attaches” followers to their leaders. When leaders demonstrate inspi-
rational motivation, followers are motivated to act to achieve their leader’s 
vision; inspirational motivation attaches followers to the vision and the work 
required to achieve it. Leaders can capitalize on these attachments to moti-
vate followers to work toward that vision while developing themselves. First, 
they can use intellectual stimulation to provide the psychological safety net 
that allows followers to question assumptions and established methods as 
well as encourage critical thinking and creativity to seek better solutions to 
new and old problems. Then, leaders can use individualized consideration to 
develop followers by assessing their strengths, weaknesses, and aspirations, 
challenging them with difficult but achievable tasks, and supporting them 
via coaching, mentoring, and praise. In turn, this investment in follower de-
velopment reinforces the trust, respect, and idealized influence attributed to 
their leaders and the commitment to the organization and mission. Collec-
tively, this is how the 4Is of transformational leadership produce unit perfor-
mance that exceeds expectations and simultaneously develops leaders.  

It is also important to point out that FRLD does not suggest that transforma-
tional leadership is good, and transactional leadership is bad, or that inac-
tive leadership has no place in a leader’s toolbox. In fact, Sosik and Jung as-
sert that transactional leadership could be effective in motivating followers’ 
performance, and the use of expectations, rewards, and punishments are  
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foundational to a leader-follower relationship.12 They also indicate that 
AMBE leadership, even with its micromanagement connotation, is recom-
mended in critical situations involving life and death, absolute regulatory 
compliance, or other “failure is not an option” situations. What FRLD does 
suggest is that leaders should spend a majority of their time engaged in 
transformational leadership, a minority of their time engaged in transac-
tional leadership, and rarely engage in inactive leadership. By doing so, 
leaders can reap the benefits of superior performance, while minimizing 
the risk of lesser performance or the stymied development associated with 
less effective forms of leadership.

Transformational leadership enjoys tremendous research support for its  
effective application in a wide variety of environments and contexts.  
Militaries should leverage it to realize the twin outcomes of leader effective-
ness (and therefore unit performance) and follower development.13  The for-
mer is essential due the value nations place on achieving national security 
objectives, making the most of scarce national resources, and preserving 
the lives of its soldiers, sailors, and airmen. The latter is essential due to the 
nature of military life and operations; militaries must continually develop  
effective non-commissioned officers (NCOs) and company grade officers 
into effective senior-NCOs and field grade officers despite the disruptive  
influences of attrition, redeployment, casualties, and relatively early retire-
ment as compared to civilian counterparts.  

Despite these benefits, there is evidence that military organizations are not 
widely employing transformational leadership. For example, the United 
States Army is currently struggling with a self-admitted “toxic leadership” 
problem; abusive and self-serving behaviours are the antithesis of transfor-
mational leadership.14 While ignorance of FRLD and transformational lead-
ership is a plausible explanation, it does not fully explain this observation. 
For example, United States Air Force Academy cadets and the officers who 
oversee their leadership development are taught the FRLD model and the 
value of transformational leadership, yet annual leadership climate data indi-
cate the cadets and officers are still employing transactional leadership at the 
expense of the more effective and active transformational leadership.  

Could it be that the unique nature of military organizations and contexts hin-
ders or prevents a broader implementation of transformational leadership? 
Up to this point, we have been concerned with leader behaviours and their 
effects on followers. We will now turn our attention to a broader leadership 
framework that includes the situation and contexts in which leaders interact 
with followers. 
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intERaCtionaL FRamEWoRK and  
situationaL anaLysis
Fiedler may have been the first to acknowledge the importance of the leader, 
follower, and situation in the leadership process, but it was Hollander who 
incorporated these elements into what Hughes, Ginnett, and Curphy call the 
Interactional Framework (Figure 6.2).15 This framework presents leadership 
as a function of the leader, follower, and situation. The leader element en-
compasses what the leader brings to a leadership scenario. This can include 
their personality, interests, beliefs, values, knowledge, skills, and experiences. 
The follower element is similar to that of the leader, in that each follower also 
has a personality, motivations, and abilities. Finally, the situation element de-
scribes the context in which leadership takes place and can include a range 
of factors spanning the team (e.g., the nature of the task at hand, resource 
availability) and the organization (e.g., structure, design, culture).  

LEADER

FOLLOWER SITUATION

Figure 6.2:  The Interactional Framework.16

While any leadership scenario can be analyzed with respect to each element, 
it may be more enlightening to examine the interactions among the three ele-
ments. More recently, Tett and Burnett proposed a model of job performance 
that links the personality of people (i.e., leaders and followers) to situational 
constraints, suggesting that optimal outcomes are the result of person- 
situation fit.17 Our analysis extends this idea in an attempt to describe the 
impact situational factors related to typical military organizational structures 
can have on leaders and followers.  
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The modern miliTary orGanizaTion
The modern military owes much of its current organization, culture, and 
processes to Frederick the Great, who ruled Prussia as the Industrial Revolu-
tion was taking root in Europe. Frederick was as fascinated by mechanical 
toy soldiers as he was dismayed by the unruly mob of criminals, paupers, and 
mercenaries that populated his own army.18 Applying the industrial zeitgeist 
to bring discipline and order to his army, he introduced such modern mili-
tary conventions as standardized uniforms, ranks, regulations, equipment, 
and training. Through task specialization, systematic training, and repetitive 
drill, he created a living army of “automatons” such that soldiers lost to com-
bat or attrition were easily replaced, thus mitigating the disruption to mili-
tary operations. Frederick the Great similarly modernized the Prussian civil 
service with bureaucratic reforms, ultimately elevating his state’s economic 
and political strength.  

Today, many of Frederick the Great’s ideas are resident in most modern or-
ganizations. For example, one need only glance at an organizational chart to 
see that Classic Management Theory is alive and well. Such structures reflect 
the now timeless principles of unity of command, span of control, division of 
labour, centralization of authority, differentiation between staff and line, and 
lines of authority and responsibility within the organization. It is this mar-
riage of organization and bureaucracy that is problematic for militaries that 
wish to practice transformational leadership.

The word organization derives from the Greek organon which means “tool” 
or “instrument.”  Indeed, organizations are the means by which leaders can 
harness the talents and efforts of many to accomplish complex and difficult 
tasks to achieve significant and valuable ends. Morgan’s Images of Organiza-
tion uses metaphor to explain the complexities of modern organizations.19  
One metaphor, “organizations as machines,” describes the many ways in 
which organizations can be perceived to function as machines, especially in 
terms of the heartless manner in which it treats its workers.

Consider, for example, the mechanical precision with which many of 
our institutions are expected to operate. Organizational life is often 
routinized with the precision demanded of clockwork. People are fre-
quently expected to arrive at work at a given time, perform a predeter-
mined set of activities, rest at appointed hours, and then resume their 
tasks until work is over. In many organizations, one shift of workers 
replaces another in methodical fashion so that work can continue un-
interrupted twenty-four hours a day every day of the year. Often work 



 130 | OVERCOMING LEADERSHIP CHALLENGES: INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES

United StateS of america

is very mechanical and repetitive. Anyone who has observed work in 
the mass-production factory or in any of the large “office factories” 
processing paper forms such as insurance claims, tax returns, or bank 
checks will have noticed the machinelike way in which such organiza-
tions operate. They are designed like machines, and their employees 
are in essence expected to behave as if they were parts of machines.20  

BureauCraCy
Organizations that are designed to function as machines are typically re-
ferred to as bureaucracies. As military organizations possess many bureau-
cratic features such as hierarchical structures and lines of authority, it is this 
situational factor that is of primary interest to an analysis of obstacles to 
implementing transformational leadership.  

The word bureaucracy has a decidedly negative connotation that prompts 
images of stacks of forms and miles of red tape. While its characteristic web 
of rules and regulations are intended to impose the order Frederick the Great 
so passionately craved, the benefits of bureaucracy may no longer be worth 
the costs, as the world of the 21st century is far more VUCA than the 18th  
century. Adding rules and regulations to deal with the VUCA environment 
may no longer be creating order; instead, it may be adding complexity and 
confusion. Unfortunately, many military organizations possess strong bu-
reaucratic characteristics.  

In an environment characterized by rules, regulations, policies and proce-
dures, leaders may be compelled to focus on rule following in order to ac-
complish their assigned tasks. In addition to following the rules, leaders must 
also enforce the rules. Taken together, a rule-bound environment may serve 
to drive the leader toward transactional, rather than transformational, forms 
of leadership. Specifically, leaders may engage in AMBE-style leadership as 
they seek out and punish rule violators or, use contingent reward-style lead-
ership to set expectations for rule following and to reward compliance and 
punish noncompliance. As a result, followers are likely to comply with the 
bureaucracy to earn rewards or avoid punishment. Thus, transformational 
leadership is unlikely to flourish in a machine bureaucracy with tightly con-
trolled, hierarchical communication and reporting structures, functional 
specialization, and formalized policies and procedures.21  

Bureaucracy may be the situational factor that contributes most to the orga-
nizational context and culture that inhibits transformational leadership in 
military organizations. However, there are other contextual factors present 
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in bureaucracies and military organizations in general that can exacerbate 
the problem. We will now explore these factors and their effect on the 4Is of 
transformational leadership.  

sCarCiTy
If bureaucracy serves to push leaders toward transactional leadership in gen-
eral, scarcity is the situational factor that compromises the individualized 
consideration component of transformational leadership. Resource scarcity 
is rooted in task overload as a result of insufficient resources (e.g., time, bud-
get, materials, or skilled personnel). In any case, people in organizations ex-
periencing scarcity are having difficulty “doing more with less.”  

When overwhelmed with work, leaders may resort to reactive strategies to 
accomplish tasks at the expense of proactive strategies that build develop-
mental relationships with followers. In other words, leaders may focus more 
on meeting the demands of the present and less on investing in the future. 
Consequently, followers may feel “used and abused” as their needs and aspira-
tions are neglected. Such contexts suggest that time intensive leader-follower 
relationship building, developmental coaching, and mentoring activities will 
grow rare. In response, followers may notice developmental interactions are 
dominated by instances involving corrections in response to error or failure. 
Ultimately, scarcity has driven the leader away from transformational lead-
ership and toward a less effective form of leadership. This can be especially 
problematic in military organizations since leaders are “grown” (i.e., devel-
oped from within).  When junior leaders accept these corrective interactions 
as the “right way” to lead, then this style can be adopted and transmitted as 
the junior leaders rise through the ranks.22  

CompeTiTion  
At first glance, military organizations appear to be cohesive entities in which 
members are unified in pursuit of a common mission. However, this view 
ignores the fact that members maintain their individuality in the form of 
personal needs, interests, and aspirations. Scarcity of opportunities and re-
wards sets the stage for competition and self-interest rather than cooperation 
for the benefit of the organization. This desire to compete can be inadver-
tently exacerbated by a bureaucratic system that promotes self-interest. For 
example, in his examination of poorly conceived reward systems, Kerr noted 
that most coaches preferred to talk about teamwork and esprit de corps, yet 
distributed rewards based on individual performance:
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The college basketball player who passes the ball to teammates instead 
of shooting will not compile impressive scoring statistics and is less 
likely to be drafted by the pros. The ballplayer who hits to right field to 
advance the runners will win neither the batting nor home run titles, 
and will be offered smaller raises. It therefore is rational for players to 
think of themselves first, and the team second.23

Thus, military organizations that rank order or stratify individuals based on 
individual performance may be encouraging competition and self-interest, 
especially when high visibility job opportunities, additional responsibility, 
increased power, salary increases, or promotions are at stake. 

When competition is present, leaders and followers may engage in fewer ac-
tivities that involve the risk or appearance of failure. In other words, com-
petition hinders the intellectual stimulation-related behaviours that trans-
formational leadership leverages to generate new solutions (e.g., questioning 
assumptions, employing critical thinking, encouraging creativity) so the or-
ganization can exceed expectations and develop followers. Instead, leaders 
may encourage taking the safer, more predictable path to task accomplish-
ment to avoid failure. When failures do occur, the leader may punish or fail 
to reward those followers who are responsible in order to prevent further risk 
taking and damage to the leader’s personal interests. This emphasis on cor-
recting failure and avoiding punishment pushes the leader toward the trans-
actional styles of contingent reward and AMBE.

sTasis 
Some military organizations are sheltered from VUCA environments. For 
example, staff, administrative, training, and research and development or-
ganizations are often located in rear areas (i.e., in garrison), far away from 
the dynamic nature of a capable opponent and combat operations. While 
maintaining “reachback” support reduces the logistical footprint of forward 
operating bases, the static and routinized nature of daily operations in these 
organizations can promote complacency as leaders and followers become ac-
customed to the status quo.  

When work is routine, leaders can become too focused on a comfortable  
present rather than future success or survival. Without the threat of a dynamic 
opponent or sudden, external shocks to the system to motivate organizations 
to adapt and overcome, leaders have little need to consider the future, and may 
fail to articulate a compelling vision. Followers can become bored or numb to 
their work, and see little need to excel or develop themselves. Without the 
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leader to stimulate intrinsic motivation, followers may fall prey to extrinsic 
motivation. Thus, leaders may neglect inspirational motivation and turn to 
contingent reward leadership to ensure follower compliance with expecta-
tions. Alternately, they too could succumb to boredom and self-interest and 
rely on PMBE to initiate their corrective interactions with followers.  

moral immaTuriTy
When an organization is led by an immoral or unethical leader, peers and 
followers are unlikely to trust, respect, or attribute idealized influence to that 
leader. While such leaders do exist in military (and non-military) organiza-
tions, a more common problem is the moral immaturity of leaders and the 
members of an organization in general.24 Moral reasoning is the process by 
which people make ethical (or unethical) decisions, and the quality of moral 
reasoning reflects the state of an individual’s moral development.25 Kohlberg 
theorized that people progress through three levels of moral development:  
pre-conventional, conventional, and post-conventional. Each successive level 
is characterized by increasingly complex ways of analyzing moral situations. 
People operating at the pre-conventional level (predominately children)  
make moral decisions based primarily on self-interest. Therefore, their  
decisions often reflect obedience to authority in order to obtain rewards 
and avoid punishment. Those operating at the conventional level (primarily 
late adolescents and adults) make moral decisions to obtain the approval of  
others. As a result, they follow rules or laws and do their duty consistent 
with their acquired values and beliefs.  Finally, few adults reach the post- 
conventional level where moral decisions are based on abstract, universal 
principles that transcend societal or national boundaries.  

Most militaries prefer to recruit young males and females because they 
are healthy enough to withstand the rigours of military training and com-
bat, are ready to enter the workforce generally unencumbered by spouses 
and children, and wish to establish an adult identity.26 Thus, most military 
organizations are populated by young people who typically reason at the 
pre-conventional and conventional levels. This should benefit military or-
ganizations that are aligned with members predisposed to seek rewards, 
avoid punishment, and obey authority. However, these levels of reasoning 
are more compatible with transactional, rather than transformational, sys-
tems and environments.  

When young officers and NCOs are reasoning below the post-conventional 
level, they may be role modeling self-interested behaviours and applying  
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contingent reward and management by exception styles of leadership. Lack-
ing an external focus on the rights of others, social contracts, and universal 
principles of justice, such leaders may be unable to shift perspective from 
“me” to “we” and therefore engage in less inspirational motivation and in-
dividualized consideration, while demonstrating fewer behaviours that gen-
erate trust, respect, and idealized influence.27 Furthermore, leaders may be 
“trained” to use transactional styles by self-focused followers who are not 
developmentally ready for the 4Is, and only seem to respond to the carrot 
and stick approach.28

mitigating situationaL obstaCLEs to  
FostER tRansFoRmationaL LEadERshiP
If bureaucracy, scarcity, competition, stasis, and moral immaturity are situa-
tional factors that prevent military organizations from fostering transforma-
tional leadership and they are a fact of life or necessary evil to the functioning 
of modern military organizations, what are leaders to do?  We offer three 
possible solutions in order of decreasing complexity and difficulty.

1. ChanGe The orGanizaTion
Leaders who fail to recognize the effect of bureaucracy on their choice of 
leadership style may find themselves engaging in transactional rather than 
transformational behaviours. Rather than alerting leaders to this danger and 
training them to enact appropriate transformational responses, an alterna-
tive option is to change the organization so that it cues the desired transfor-
mational behaviours.  

As previously discussed, Morgan has likened the bureaucratic organization 
to a machine that seeks efficiency, precision, and predictability, with little 
regard for the needs, interests, and aspirations of its replaceable parts (i.e., the 
workers).29 Such organizations create a dehumanizing and demotivating en-
vironment that excels in stable and predictable environments in which well-
trained workers can perform their well-practiced tasks. However, today’s 
VUCA world coupled with a diligent enemy on the battlefield is anything 
but static. To succeed in turbulent and uncertain environments, Morgan of-
fers an alternative metaphor: organizations as organisms. When we think 
of organizations as organisms, we can think of individuals as cells, teams 
as organs, and organizations as whole organisms. Each level has needs that 
must be satisfied in order to survive, and when they work in concert with 
one another, the organism may go beyond mere survival to thrive. In the 
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language of organizations, the individual, team, or organization may surpass 
minimum requirements for success in order to exceed expectations and de-
velop additional capabilities.  

While the machine metaphor is alive and well in many conventional military 
organizations, some unconventional organizations are demonstrating results 
by following a more organic model. Consider the distinction between con-
ventional and special operations forces. The former operates in a standard 
hierarchical command and control environment and well established tactics, 
techniques, and procedures (TTPs) consistent with the machine metaphor. 
However, the latter receives highly specialized training to operate indepen-
dently and thrive in specific dynamic and high threat environments to ac-
complish particular missions.30 If leaders can change their organizations to 
operate as organisms rather than machines, they may be able to focus atten-
tion on satisfying and aligning the needs of followers and the organization 
rather than merely rewarding compliance with rules and regulations.  

While the theory and methods for organizational change are well estab-
lished, its record of success is poor, with some failure rates estimated as high 
as 70%.31 The fact is that organizational change is difficult to achieve because 
most individuals, teams, and organizations are resistant to change unless 
faced with the prospect of catastrophe. According to Kotter, to produce a 
lasting change, leaders must create a sense of urgency, build a guiding coali-
tion, develop a vision and strategy, communicate that vision, empower action 
across the breadth and depth of the organization, generate short term wins 
to sustain motivation, consolidate gains and produce more change, and then 
anchor the change and new ways of doing business in the culture.32 This is 
an exceptional amount of work, and success is not assured even if all lead-
ers are involved in the change effort. Furthermore, it is difficult to imagine 
how a generic, large organization might change to better reflect an organic 
metaphor. An organic model suggests the change be driven bottom-up by 
members and teams rather than top-down by a central planner. In light of 
these difficulties, it may be easier to attempt our second solution:  leverage 
the existing bureaucracy to reorient policies and procedures to encourage 
transformational leader behaviours.  

2. ChanGe orGanizaTional poliCies and  
proCedures
The fields of industrial-organizational (or work) psychology, human re-
sources management, and organizational behaviour have identified a host 
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of personnel processes designed to promote organizational effectiveness. 
These processes include recruiting, selection, placement, training, assess-
ment, appraisal, and compensation. At the corporate or organizational lev-
els, each process is codified in the form of policies, regulations and rules 
that help create the bureaucracy. Ironically, by changing these polices and 
rules, leaders can harness the power of bureaucracy to encourage less- 
bureaucratic behaviours, such as transformational leadership. How can 
policy changes counter the transactional effects of scarcity, competition, 
stasis, and moral immaturity? 

The related processes of recruiting, selection, and placement are designed 
to identify a pool of interested and minimally qualified job candidates and 
then select the most qualified candidate for a vacant position. These pro-
cesses can be co-opted to cue transformational leadership by mitigating the 
effects of situational factors that cue transactional leadership. For example, 
to the extent moral immaturity is lacking in a youthful military population, 
young leaders may model self-interest to followers to include leading via 
contingent reward or management by exception styles. To promote transfor-
mational leadership, corporate leaders can choose to recruit with an empha-
sis on intrinsic benefits of military life such as patriotism, national service, 
and defending others, rather than the extrinsic benefits like competitive pay, 
potential for promotion, and extraordinary opportunities. Thus, the service 
may begin to fill with members who are less self-interested and more in-
clined to lead in a more transformational manner.  

The other situational obstacles can also be addressed via modifications to 
selection processes. As previously discussed, scarcity-induced task overload 
can deny leaders the time to engage transformational leadership behaviours 
associated with individualized consideration. One way to deal with task 
overload is to improve the capabilities of those who are charged with accom-
plishing those tasks. If leaders are selected based on their social, coaching, or 
mentoring skills, they may be able to engage in individualized consideration 
behaviours in spite of task overload. When competition is present in an or-
ganization, leaders may revert to self-interested behaviours to secure promo-
tions and benefits. This could decrease the intellectual stimulation-related 
behaviours that have the potential to increase the organization’s effectiveness. 
To mitigate this, senior leaders could select leaders based on critical think-
ing, creativity, and willingness to take calculated risks. Finally, when stasis 
contributes to complacency and satisfaction with the status quo in an orga-
nization, leaders can be selected based on their ability to envision new and 
exciting futures, communicate a vision, or inspire others to action.  
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When selecting leaders with the appropriate transformational skills is not 
possible, senior leaders also have the option of developing these skills in lead-
ers. By harnessing the assessment, training, and appraisal processes, senior 
leaders can identify those leaders who lack the desired skills, provide them 
with skills training, and reward those who demonstrate skill proficiency with 
high visibility leadership or critical responsibilities. Ultimately, the objec-
tive is to restructure the organization or its processes to encourage leaders to 
engage in transformational rather than transactional leadership behaviours. 
However, if organizational policy changes are not possible, it may be up to 
individual leaders to exercise and support transformational leadership. This 
could be facilitated by a unit’s changing contexts.  

3. adapT To ChanGinG ConTexTs
Thus far, our discussion of military organizations has been generic. If we con-
sider the environment in which a military organization must operate, then 
we can introduce factors that might exacerbate or counter any transactional 
leadership-inducing influences. To explore this idea further, we will consider 
a generic military organization that operates across three different contexts: 
an initial training or education context, a home station or in-garrison con-
text, and a forward deployed or combat context. In each context, research 
suggests leaders should strive to lead in a transformational way, but it is im-
portant to recognize some contexts pose more obstacles than others.  

Of the three contexts, a military organization with a technical training or 
educational mission is likely to offer more obstacles to transformational lead-
ership. First of all, a training mission is likely to be located safely behind 
national borders, far from the complexity and threat of a dynamic enemy, 
so that trainees can focus on basic knowledge and skill acquisition. Thus, 
the mission is fairly static and routine, often repeating the same curriculum 
on a regular schedule. Second, the locations for these activities are likely to 
foster stronger bureaucracies. Specifically, the organization may have a larger 
proportion of senior administrators who know the bureaucracy well and are 
heavily invested in perpetuating it for the power and benefits it offers. Third, 
most training programs have rigid time and resource constraints, as corpo-
rate leaders push to graduate trainees, fill operational vacancies, and maintain 
combat capability. Finally, training organizations tend to be very assessment- 
oriented to ensure trainees have met minimum standards. Leaders use these 
assessments to stratify graduates for special opportunities during and after 
training (e.g., class leader, distinguished graduate award, merit-based assign-
ment processes), thus contributing to a competitive environment.  
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One positive characteristic of training organizations is they may be popu-
lated with experienced officers or senior NCOs who can demonstrate ideal-
ized influence by role modeling ethical behaviour, institutional values, and 
discussing the value of purpose, trust, and teamwork. In such contexts, lead-
ers should take the time to introduce transformational leadership and FRLD 
to trainees in the classroom, encouraging trainees to observe different styles 
of leadership around them, and practice transformational behaviours when 
provided the opportunity to lead.

Given the diversity of military organizations and their missions, the obsta-
cles to transformational leadership of in-garrison organizations will vary 
widely in kind and degree. While a bureaucracy will be present, it may rise 
and decline as members cycle in and out of the unit. Resources may be 
scarce, but often not to the degree found in training contexts. Competition 
among members may still be present, but appraisal and award cycles will 
be longer and less conspicuous. As the organization focuses on maintain-
ing combat readiness, it responds to a distal enemy and projected threats 
which provide just enough novelty and impetus for adaptation to prevent 
stasis and complacency. Finally, some leaders are free to engage in trans-
formational or transactional leadership consistent with their personality, 
motivation, knowledge, skill, and experience. When in-garrison, leaders 
should take the time to engage the 4Is of transformational leadership to 
the maximum extent possible, to reap the benefits of effective performance 
while developing the next generation of leaders. When followers develop 
trust, respect, and admiration for their leader, while simultaneously devel-
oping their own knowledge, skills and abilities commensurate with their 
interests and aspirations, the unit is better positioned to excel in the VUCA 
environment that characterizes modern conventional and counterinsur-
gency warfare.  

In forward deployed contexts, under threat of contact with a dynamic en-
emy, the obstacles to transformational leaders are least likely to be present. 
Bureaucracy is discouraged and often ignored as members focus on the es-
sential activities required to defeat the enemy and survive on the battlefield. 
Bureaucracy may be confined to “pockets of paperwork” such as headquar-
ters’ staffs or support functions. Scarcity is less of a problem when nations 
support their soldiers on the field of battle, leaders prioritize resources, and 
NCOs apply ingenuity to accommodate shortfalls. Competition also falls by 
the wayside as comrades in arms unite against a common enemy. Unlike the 
static routines of training or garrison life, soldiers are forced to out think or 
adapt to a dynamic enemy.  
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Successful combat leaders are perhaps the best examples of those who are 
adept at idealized influence. In his study of in extremis leaders, Kolditz noted 
that such leaders embrace continuous learning, share risk and a common 
lifestyle with followers, and inspire trust and loyalty; these characteristics are 
consistent with the transformational components of individualized consid-
eration and idealized influence.33 For many combat leaders, this is the op-
portune time to engage in transformational leadership as well as reap the 
benefits of its effective practice while in training or in-garrison. On the bat-
tlefield, transformational leadership could translate into victory and survival. 
In contrast, mistrust and lack of respect for leaders, combined with lack of 
motivation and commitment to the unit and mission could produce less de-
sirable results such as casualties, failed objectives, and poor morale.      

ConCLusion
Military organizations tend to be structured in accordance with timeless 
principles of Classic Management Theory. Unfortunately, this creates a bu-
reaucracy that can encourage predominately transactional forms of leader-
ship rather than the more effective transformational forms of leadership. 
When bureaucracy is coupled with the situational factors of scarcity, com-
petition, stasis, and moral immaturity, the pressure on leaders to use trans-
actional leadership may be more pronounced. By recognizing this dynamic, 
leaders have the opportunity to change their organizations, revise person-
nel policies or procedures to cue transformational behaviours, or choose to 
engage in transformational behaviours in spite of situational obstacles. As 
transformational leaders and followers produce superior results and develop 
greater capabilities, other work units may seek to emulate their best practices 
to achieve the same results. A visible record of success may be the best way to 
spur bottom-up, and ultimately, top-down organizational change.  
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ChaPtER 7

gEtting REady to ChangE:  
What LEadERs Can do to FostER 
ChangE REadinEss
Martin Yelle, PhD, and Martin Lauzier, PhD*

intRoduCtion
Change readiness has become one of the most popular topics in the change 
management literature. In less than 10 years, dozens of studies have been 
published on the ways to better prepare employees facing organizational 
transformations.1 However, questions remain regarding the best way to pre-
pare employees facing organizational changes or transformations. In more 
precise terms, the question is: what are the key levers that organizational lead-
ers can use to foster readiness to change in their workforce? 

Major transformations in organizations can create considerable stress for 
members of the organization and for the leaders who are responsible for 
overseeing those initiatives. Changes faced by today’s organizations are 
not only more complex than in the past, but tend to be more frequent, and 
sometimes involve multiple simultaneous transformations.2 This trend forces 
leaders and employees to deal with the pressure and the increased workload 
that comes from multiple roles and tasks, performance requirements, and 
the need to exceed expectations.3 According to the majority of respondents 
in a recent study that surveyed more than 3,000 public and private sector 
managers and executives, only one in three organizational changes could be 
regarded as successful.4 Resistance to change among employees, at every level 
of the organization, was found to be one of the most important causes of this 
low success rate.5

Over the years, the Canadian federal public service, and in particular the 
Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) and the Department of National Defence, 
has undergone numerous changes and transformations, including workforce 
reduction, realignment of departmental priorities, and the implementation 

* The views expressed in this chapter are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect 
those of the Canadian Armed Forces or the Department of National Defence.



 144 | OVERCOMING LEADERSHIP CHALLENGES: INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES

CANADA

of new organizational structures. Change management in the CAF is unique 
for many reasons. For example, the size of the organization and its multi-
plicity of constituencies, some of which have their own cultures, represent 
a challenge for military leaders when the time comes to implement change 
initiatives. As a result, fostering change readiness in team members requires 
a lot of effort from military leaders. The challenges posed by a transformation 
in an institution like the CAF cannot be underestimated; it must be care-
fully planned, developed, and articulated. As discussed in Leadership in the 
Canadian Armed Forces: Leading People6, CAF leaders are encouraged to de-
velop their management skills and to gain a better understanding of change 
management principles, i.e., openness to creativity, diversity, and innovation 
that will bring about the opportunities for change. At the same time, the CAF 
members need to be receptive and ready to fully engage in the proposed 
change in order for it to be a success. Hence, training and supporting mili-
tary leaders in the management and implementation of change initiatives is 
of paramount importance and represents one of the most important skills 
required by today’s military leaders. 

Nonetheless, transformations impact all personnel, and multiple reactions 
to these situations have been identified in the literature.7 A few of the most 
well-known responses toward these organizational changes are resistance to 
change, cynicism, and reduced organizational commitment. Traditionally, 
resistance to change has been recognized as one of the major causes behind  
the failure of change initiatives.8  This phenomenon is not unknown in  
military organizations. When participating in or implementing change 
initiatives, military leaders usually devote a lot of their time and effort to 
counter change resistance. Their emphasis on reducing resistance to change 
by members of the organization often detracts from (and competes with) 
the time they invest in other important tasks related to the introduction 
of the change: formulating a strategic vision, developing a plan for change, 
and implementing the change.9 Recent work on the subject have led us to  
believe that successful transformation within organizations often depends 
on leaders’ skills (at all level of the organization) to better prepare members 
for the change, rather than leaders’ attempts to reduce members’ resistance.10  
Hence, we believe that creating awareness among military leaders of their 
role as agents of change and helping them get a better understanding of the 
mechanisms underlying change readiness will prove useful when the time 
comes to promote, initiate and implement changes in the CAF and in any 
other military organization.
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FRom REsisting to bEing REady to 
ChangE: dEFining ChangE REadinEss
Identifying the factors that positively affect employees’ readiness to change is 
a relatively new area of study.11 This approach involves uncovering the beliefs 
(or attitudes) conducive to change among members of the organization so 
that these beliefs can be fostered. Armenakis, Harris, and Mossholder define 
readiness as “the cognitive precursor to the behaviors of either resistance to, 
or support for, a change effort.”12 Resistance to, or support for, a change effort 
can be observed in personnel’s beliefs, attitudes, and intentions toward the 
organization’s need to transform, and these beliefs and attitudes will deter-
mine the capacity of organizational members (individually and collectively) 
to fully invest themselves in the proposed change.  

According to most researchers, change readiness and resistance to change 
represent distinct yet related phenomena. Conceptually distinguishing the 
two constructs offers the possibility to approach change management from 
a different perspective. For example, leaders who are hesitant to face resis-
tance from their members toward organizational change may behave appre-
hensively. In response, members might interpret their leaders’ reluctance to 
engage with them as an indication that the leader would rather impose the 
change without necessarily asking for their involvement. In contrast, a leader 
who is committed to change and who exhibits openness will most likely be 
seen as a proactive leader who strives to create excitement about change in 
his or her work unit and cohesion among his or her personnel to implement 
the organizational change in a collaborative ways. However, leaders and em-
ployees do not always welcome change within an organization. That is why 
leaders need to be well-equipped when it comes time to manage a change. 

This chapter presents a conceptual framework for change readiness, using 
the CAF as an example, which supports leaders and personnel in promoting, 
initiating and implementing transformation within their organizations.13 To 
this end, we present Armenakis and Harris’s model for change readiness14 
and discuss results of a recent literature review of research that has studied 
the influence of the change readiness levers. The chapter also presents strate-
gies that leaders can use to foster readiness to change among the organiza-
tion’s workforce. Finally, this chapter concludes with a brief discussion on the 
practical applications of this model and its limitations in the military context.  
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REadinEss to ChangE:  
a ConCEPtuaL FRamEWoRK
According to Armenakis and Harris, five key beliefs explain the degree to 
which an employee will engage in a change (Figure 7.1).15 Armenakis and 
Harris identified these beliefs from their work with numerous organizations, 
through their research on the impact of key beliefs, and through a seminal 
literature review of organizations that either failed or succeeded in the imple-
mentation of major organizational changes. These key beliefs, which could 
be seen as strategic levers from a management point of view, are discrepancy, 
appropriateness, efficacy, principal support, and valence. This section defines 
each of the levers and discusses the effects they have on members of the or-
ganization when facing changes. 

CHANGE
READINESSVALENCE

DISCREPANCY

EFFICACY PRINCIPAL
SUPPORT

APPROPRIATENESS

Figure 7.1: Change readiness key levers.16  

1. Discrepancy. This belief or lever refers to the perceived gap between the 
current state of the organization and the desired one.17 Leaders and em-
ployees have to believe that change is required for it to be introduced and 
implemented properly; both parties have to acknowledge the existence of a 
significant gap between the organization’s current state and what it needs to 
become. The greater the perceived gap between the ideal situation and real-
ity, the more likely employees will engage in the transformation. However, 
if the gap between the current situation and the desired one is perceived to 
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be trivial or small, chances are that employees will not support the proposed 
change, and might perceive it as a whim of the organization’s leaders. In such 
cases, resistance to change can develop.18

Lauzier, Atangana, and Annabi’s systematic literature review lends support 
to Armenakis and Harris’s model.19 These authors found that employees’ per-
ception of a gap between the current state of their organization and where 
they thought it should be is positively linked to employees’ acceptance of 
changes proposed by the organization’s leaders.20 Moreover, employees tend-
ed to be more involved in the transformation process when they perceived it 
to be fair. It seems that when the discrepancy was fostered among employees 
facing an organizational change, they tended to more easily accept the rea-
sons for change, they perceived a higher level of procedural justice (i.e., em-
ployees believed that procedures are designed to collect accurate information 
necessary for making decisions), and they were more likely to get involved in 
the organizational transformation at the implementation stage. 

In the CAF, the strategic-development process is the key process used to 
evaluate the discrepancy between the real and the desired state.21 In fact, the 
aim of this recurring process (a five-year cycle) is to assess the organization’s 
effectiveness in a variety of areas. It also leads to the identification of the or-
ganization’s strengths and weaknesses, i.e., where the CAF needs to improve. 
The strategic-development process involves four major activities, which 
contain the conduct of external and internal analyses, the formulation of a 
strategic vision and plan, the implementation of the change, and the control, 
evaluation or reassessment of the newly implemented strategy that are appli-
cable to significant elements and component systems of the CAF.22 The cru-
cial measure of the strategic-development process is the internal and external 
analyses, which attempt to position the organization to effectively carry out 
its mandate as expected by Canadians. This phase provides a picture of the 
CAF at a specific point in time and identifies its strength and weaknesses 
from an internal and external point of view in order to better plan the future 
necessary changes.23 At this point, senior leaders are in a better position to 
develop a vision that will need to be endorsed by subordinates to improve the 
organization’s effectiveness.24

2. Appropriateness. This lever can be defined as the adequacy of the proposed 
solution to the problem.25 Organization members need to believe that the 
proposed transformation is the right solution under the circumstances. In 
order to satisfy “appropriateness,” leaders must ensure that those who will be 
impacted by the change have relevant information. First, leaders must pro-
vide members with information that demonstrates the discrepancy between 
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the current situation and the desired situation; second, leaders must demon-
strate the suitability of the proposed change; and, third, they must demon-
strate the efficacy of the proposed solution (or procedure). Demonstrating 
the positive effects of a transformation on the organization’s operations and 
performance will contribute to employees’ responsiveness to change.26 

In their review, Lauzier, Atangana, and Annabi27 found that when employees 
perceived the proposed transformation to be an appropriate response to the 
discrepancy and agreed that the transformation would benefit the organiza-
tion and its personnel, employees not only accepted the proposed organiza-
tional change, but they also had a positive effect on it.28 In addition, when a 
solution was perceived by employees to correctly address a discrepancy in 
their organization, they were less pessimistic toward the change.

Through diverse initiatives such as education and training activities as well 
as Chief Defence Staff Guidance to Commanding Officers, senior leaders 
in the CAF are trained to become change enablers and, more precisely, are 
seen as individuals who come up with solutions to problems identified by the 
internal or external analyses in the strategic-development process.29 Senior 
leaders need to fully understand the environment in which they operate to 
prepare the CAF for the near, mid-, and long-term future, and need to share 
this information with their subordinates. CAF leadership doctrine, Leader-
ship in the Canadian Forces: Leading the Institution,30 addresses change strat-
egy. This includes the need for leaders to formulate an appropriate vision, i.e., 
a vision that is an adequate reflection of the discrepancy between the current 
situation and the desired one, as determined by the strategic-development 
process.31 They need to elaborate relevant plans that employees perceive as 
appropriate to overcoming the organization’s identified difficulties or weak-
nesses and that continue to meet the organization’s responsibilities to society 
and satisfy the expectations of Canadians.32 

Also, as articulated in Leading the Institution, once the vision and plans have 
been established, the next step is to identify and generate the strategic options 
that will lead to the best way to solve the identified organizational issue(s). 
Once a consensus has been established between senior leaders concerning 
the best options, these options can then be tested against comparable sce-
narios, at a smaller level, to find the most satisfactory path. When the most 
appropriate solution is found, senior leaders can develop a communication 
plan to inform members.33 Finally, demonstrating the relevance of the solu-
tion is part of CAF member’s duty (one of the four principles of Duty with 
Honour34). Members of the CAF need to pursue their responsibilities to soci-
ety and satisfy the expectations of Canadians, even in times of change, while  
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maintaining the health of the profession of arms and the organizational cul-
ture. To attain this goal, change solutions must be demonstrably well-suited 
to the organization. 

3. Efficacy. This lever refers to employees’ beliefs about their resources and 
abilities to successfully face the proposed change. More precisely, Armenakis 
and Harris argue that efficacy is related to the belief that employees, either 
individually or collectively, have what is needed to successfully implement 
the required transformation.35  

Lauzier, Atangana, and Annabi36 found that when a sense of efficacy existed 
in an organization, i.e., when employees felt they were able to achieve the 
transformation, they were able to continue doing their jobs even while a 
change was being implemented. Moreover, these employees showed a greater 
level of wellness and satisfaction with their work and behaved according to 
the organization’s values. Further, employees who demonstrated strong self-
efficacy encountered fewer difficulties associated with the transformation 
process. This finding suggests that leaders would be well advised to imple-
ment organizational change in a way and at a pace that does not reduce their 
employees’ feelings of competence. 

Numerous examples can illustrate how the CAF demonstrated its awareness 
concerning the efficacy lever. For example, the CAF established the Canadian 
Forces Aerospace Warfare Centre (CFAWC) in 2005 to identify and consider 
ideas and future technologies for military applications. CFAWC conducts ex-
periments to test or validate new technologies, policies, and practices. When 
a trial of a selected option is successful, the positive results are communi-
cated throughout the organization, and other CAF members are invited to 
implement the suggested change or transformation. 

Some say that success breeds success.37 When a member sees colleagues suc-
ceeding in using the new technology and improving their effectiveness, this 
may positively influence others and provide them with some reassurance that 
they too possess the required skills, abilities, and competencies to apply the 
required change. Because the CAF, like other public sector organizations,  
undergoes a significant number of changes, its leaders are well advised 
to implement organizational change in a way and, ideally, at a pace that  
supports their employees’ perception that they have the competencies to  
apply the required transformation while continuing to perform their work.38

4. Principal Support. This lever can be defined as the certainty among em-
ployees that the organization’s leaders are fully committed to the success of 
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an organizational change.39 In other words, employees are dedicated to the 
transformation because they feel supported by the leaders of the organization. 

Lauzier, Atangana, and Annabi40 found that employees demonstrated a 
higher level of motivation toward their work environment and the proposed 
change when the organization’s leaders demonstrated principal support to-
ward the change process. Employees also had to perceive the fairness of the 
procedures for implementing the change.41 When employees believed that 
senior leaders were fully engaged in the transformation process and were 
working in the direction the organization needed to go, they became confi-
dent that the organization would successfully achieve the change.  

Similarly, Rousseau and Tijoriwala found that a high level of confidence in 
the management team may result in higher levels of approval for a complex 
organizational transformation.42 As a result, they propose that “high trust 
creates a broad zone of acceptance to the exigencies of complex organiza-
tional change.”43 Larkin and Larkin also showed that immediate supervisors 
are the most important influence on employees’ acceptance of organizational 
transformation, because workforce personnel generally turn to their clos-
est management level to understand the reasons for the change.44 Thus, the 
positive influence that comes from a committed co-worker one level above, 
i.e., the immediate supervisor, can facilitate organizational change because it 
shows consistency between organizational leaders’ words and deeds. How-
ever, employees’ readiness to change will be negatively impacted if employees 
perceive insufficient support for organizational change among leaders.45 

Collerette, Lauzier, and Schneider note that horizontal influence is some-
times needed.46 As an example, employees who occupy the same level in the 
same company can influence other members of the organization to accept 
or resist a change initiative. At the same time, these unrecognized agents 
of change, e.g., employees or member at the same level who share their 
opinions and step out as leaders of the group, can provide a great help to 
management by sharing the positive aspects of the transformations with 
their colleagues and subordinates.  

In the CAF, leaders at all levels are encouraged to demonstrate awareness of 
the weight of the principal support lever in the implementation of change. 
They need to be mindful of their responsibilities concerning the endorse-
ment, reinforcement, and support of the implementation of suggested or-
ganizational transformations.47 The senior leadership team is committed to 
the change and leads the way by guiding the transformation. Through the 
strategic vision and through an effective communication plan distributed as 
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broadly and deeply in the organization as possible, senior leaders encourage 
and support attitudinal and behavioural change as well as the alignment of 
organizational culture in the direction of the required transformation.48 Ef-
fective networking through key people in the chain of command is encour-
aged to help gain acceptance of the selected transformation. Objective per-
formance measurement and feedback data from CAF leaders that recognizes 
successes can encourage members in the implementation of change and reas-
sure them that they do have the capacities to achieve expected change goals. 
Finally, one must not underestimate the potency of the CAF members’ mili-
tary legal and professional norms in facilitating change, especially when the 
change is clearly endorsed and reinforced by CAF leaders, since one of the 
objectives of the Canadian Forces Professional Development System is to en-
sure that CAF members are capable of and committed to managing change.49 

5. Valence. This lever refers to employees’ belief that the organizational 
transformation will benefit them, whether intrinsically or extrinsically, i.e., 
“What’s in it for me?.”50 Examples of intrinsic benefits are the increases in 
flexibility and autonomy in the performance of their jobs (e.g., employees 
will get more freedom of choice). Extrinsic benefits are generally conceptu-
alized as better working conditions (e.g., a better schedule or a raise) or the 
perception that employees will gain something (e.g., honour or respect) from 
their peers once the change has taken place.51 Finally, the more employees 
perceive that the change will benefit them, the more likely they will support 
and adhere to the organizational change. 

In their review, Lauzier, Atangana, and Annabi found that when employees 
perceived an organizational change to be beneficial to them, they gener-
ally demonstrated more positive feelings (i.e., affect) toward the proposed 
change. They showed a higher level of motivation and a higher level of sat-
isfaction toward their work.52 Further, employees who better perceived the 
benefits of the change also seem to experience less frustration or develop 
less pessimistic feelings regarding the change, and were less likely to leave 
the organization.

In the CAF, as in other organizations, clarification concerning how transfor-
mation will directly benefit members is sometimes lacking. Many changes 
are well-prepared, well-managed, and suitably implemented; however, many 
leaders neglect to explain to their subordinates the intrinsic and extrinsic 
gains for them (personally and professionally) with this change. This omis-
sion slows down or reduces the successful implementation of change. As sug-
gested by Armenakis and Harris, when employees clearly understand how 
they can benefit from the implementation of the proposed change, they tend 
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to be more committed toward it, which can ease acceptance and, thus, imple-
mentation of the change. For these reasons, good communications by leaders 
with their subordinates appear to be of crucial importance.53

PRaCtiCEs and aCtions that CouLd hELP 
LEadERs to FostER ChangE REadinEss
As shown by Lauzier, Atangana, and Annabi, the five key change levers 
proposed by Armenakis and Harris have positive effects on employees’ at-
titudes, motivations, and behaviour related to readiness to change.54 Good 
planning on the part of leaders is paramount in easing the change process 
and achieving positive psychological and behavioural outcomes throughout 
the organization. Some practices have been identified that seem to ease the 
process of introducing and implementing a change initiative by helping lead-
ers positively influence the five key beliefs of employee readiness to change.55 
Several factors have been shown to positively influence employees’ readiness 
to change, including work environment, organizational procedures and poli-
cies, and organizational climate.56 Management should therefore look care-
fully at creating a positive work environment, ensuring organizational poli-
cies are equitable, and establishing a favourable work environment to prepare 
the way for transformation. 

With respect to discrepancy, constant communications seem paramount. 
Military leaders could remind employees about the objectives of the change 
and the observed gap that necessitated the organizational transformation.57 It 
is important to remember, however, that leaders must first establish a trusting 
relationship between themselves and their employees before presenting the 
required change and trying to achieve the organizational transformation.58 
Leaders could also allow their employees to be involved in the decision- 
making process, provide support to their personnel in mastering the new 
conditions and procedures, send their employees on training to learn new 
skills required, deliver regular reports to employees showing the progress 
that has been achieved in implementing the change (and what is left to do), 
keep an open mind toward employees’ ideas about increasing and easing the 
transformation process, and develop a mentoring program that allows peer-
pairing of junior and senior employees within the organization. 

With regard to valence, two determinants might positively impact employ-
ees’ perception of the benefits they will receive as a result of the organiza-
tional change.59 First, military leaders could ask employees to participate in 
the decision-making process concerning change. For instance, leaders could 
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invite certain members of the organization to be part of a committee respon-
sible for the implementation of the change. By giving employees autonomy 
and opportunity to share their point of view, leaders may create a perception 
of importance among subordinates toward their organization. In addition, 
leaders could also provide employees with clear information about the way 
in which the changes will affect their work and the organization as a whole.60 
When employees obtain clear information about the transformation, they 
feel more competent and more equipped to face the change within the or-
ganization.61  Military leaders could also act as role models by adopting the 
suggested behaviours. This could be done by providing training on how they 
can influence employees’ readiness to change, and how they can positively 
impact and motivate their personnel to participate in and implement the 
transformation process.62 

Limitation oF thE  
ChangE REadinEss modEL
Notwithstanding the novelty and the advantages of the model that Armenakis  
and Harris present, it must be recognized that the change readiness model 
discussed in this chapter has certain limits. The principal limitation of the 
model is the assumption that employees who receive information showing 
the benefit of a change for them will look at the proposed change favourably 
and be motivated to participate in it.63 This assumption overlooks the fact 
that individuals generally express complex patterns of needs and that they 
prioritize these needs in accordance with their personal values. If an organi-
zational change runs counter to some individual’s prioritization of values, the 
individual may not be motivated to support the transformation, even though 
the transformation can be shown to benefit them. 

Secondly, the change readiness model posits that employee involvement 
should be enough to keep a high level of motivation toward the transforma-
tion at stake, regardless of the nature of the proposed change.64 Neverthe-
less, it should be recognized that most organizational transformations are 
strategic in nature and require complex competencies that go well beyond 
the reach of certain employees, i.e., beyond the competencies required for 
their work. As a result, these personnel cannot be involved in the trans-
formation process beyond applying the change requested by their leaders.  
Finally, the model suggests that military leaders who use the five key levers in 
their message to motivate their subordinates toward the change process will 
have a positive impact on all personnel facing the transformation.65 In the 
real world, however, it is hard for leaders to personalize the message for all  
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employees, given the variety of positions and the hierarchical structure of 
most organizations. This is even more applicable in a diverse organization 
like the CAF. Hence, the context in which the transformation takes place 
will have an important influence on how leaders can foster change readiness.

ConCLusion
Although it is not always possible for an organization to perfectly apply each 
of the levers of the change readiness model, it is possible for military leaders 
to provide support to their subordinates in order to help them master new 
skills and, hopefully help them better face the transformations at stake. Given 
the many changes that military organizations have undergone in the recent 
years and the new ones to come, it is apparent that the levers presented in 
this chapter could be useful in helping military leaders attain organizational 
priorities. The model reveals that those levers have an effect on the way orga-
nization members apprehend (or react to) change and can represent points of 
leverage when the time comes for military leaders to lead change initiatives. 
Notably, examining previous studies’ results, insights were provided con-
cerning the kinds of actions military leaders put forward in order to foster a 
change readiness attitude with members of their organization. As observed 
by many, however, further research is required to enhance our understanding 
and knowledge of the conditions under which the change readiness model 
produces its best effect. 
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ChaPtER 8

oPERating in thE agE  
oF 24/7 mEdia CovERagE:  
ChaLLEngEs FoR stRatEgiC LEadERs
Brian Agnew*

intRoduCtion
Despite being in the Information Age for decades, most operations by de-
fence forces consider dealing with the media as a supporting component. 
Information is released mainly in reaction to an event or enquiry from the 
media. It is rare for an operation to integrate engagement with the public, 
and with national and international media, as an indispensable element 
of the campaign. An exception was the 2014 search for missing Malaysia 
Airlines flight MH370, in which communicating with the media was an 
integral part of the operation. The Australian Defence Force supported a 
national task to locate the missing Malaysian Airlines aircraft that disap-
peared in March 2014. The operation was conducted under intense media 
scrutiny as the story captured the world’s attention. This propelled the stra-
tegic communications and public affairs component to become a central 
effort of the operation. 

While a non-combat operation, the Malaysia Airlines aircraft search involved 
an integrated miliary-civilian response to a government tasking. The opera-
tion indicated how strategic leadership and future operations could reason-
ably be conducted when under high levels of media scrutiny. A particular 
feature of this operation was the adoption of social media tools to support 
the mission.

sEaRCh REsPonsE
At a time when there is more travel by air than ever before, the disappear-
ance of an aircraft without trace is a tragedy that is certain to generate intense 

* The views expressed in this chapter are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect 
those of the Australian Defence Force or the Australian Department of Defence.
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media coverage worldwide.1  Malaysian Airlines flight MH370 disappeared 
on 8 March 2014 with 239 passengers and crew on board. The aircraft was 
carrying 15 different nationalities, from Malaysia to China. Initial official 
responses lacked credible information; a mystery surrounding a change in 
flight direction, and conspiracy theories all contributed to the incident be-
coming the most discussed news story of 2014.2

The transmission of information followed three phases. The first covered 
the initial loss of the aircraft announced by Malaysian Airlines Systems and 
the Malaysian Government. They reported that contact was lost with flight 
MH370 at 0120 on 8 March 2014.3  The last known location of the flight as 
it disappeared off the radar was provided. In the next phase, the Malaysian 
Prime Minister provided likely crash corridors, either over Central Asia or in 
the Indian Ocean. But by 24 March, in the third phase, the Malaysian Prime 
Minister admitted that the plane had likely been lost in the Southern Indian 
Ocean.4 These differing announcements resulted in responses and search as-
sets being dispatched to separate areas.

The initial search, which was credibly co-ordinated by Vietnam, proved futile 
as it was based on faulty information. China, having lost 154 of its nation-
als, reportedly deployed 10 ships and 10 airplanes, and dispatched about 10 
satellites to support this fruitless search.5 Australia, with six passengers lost, 
sent two AP-3 Orion aircraft to search west of Malaysia, and then the Indian 
Ocean, north and west of the Cocos Islands.6

By 17 March, the search had switched to the Southern Indian Ocean, which 
was under Australia’s search jurisdiction. Four Orion AP-3 maritime surveil-
lance aircraft commenced operations over an estimated 600,000 square kilo-
metre search area. Eventually, eight nations joined the search and Australia 
established a Joint Agency Coordination Centre to “coordinate the Austra-
lian Government’s support for the search into missing flight MH370.”7  The 
eight countries provided a total of 22 aircraft and 19 ships to cover a search 
area of 4.6 million square kilometres in the six weeks from 17 March to 28 
April. With nothing found, the search still continues focusing on the sea floor 
for the final resting place of flight MH370.

media CoveraGe
The loss of MH370 quickly became the top news story worldwide. The main 
media organizations releasing news stories were CNN, Reuters and China’s 
CCTV.8  For CNN, this story doubled its ratings and placed its evening news 
as the most watched program for three days in a row, dislodging Fox News as 
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the lead for the first time. The missing aircraft remained a top 20 news story 
in the United Kingdom for the first three weeks of the search. Social media 
sites were also inundated. For example, in the first few days there were 1.1 
million tweets on MH370, rising to four million in the first two weeks. On 
the BBC’s online site, 17 of the 20 most popular articles related to the search, 
making the issue the most read news story since the 2011 Japanese tsunami.9

The near total saturation by the media was fed by the seemingly unsolvable 
mystery the missing plane created. In the United States, the 24/7 coverage was 
fuelled by a battle for ratings. In China, similar coverage was reportedly due 
partly to pride in this being the first time China had joined a multinational 
military search and rescue in foreign waters.10  The missing flight generated 
102,000 news articles and over 300 million unique posts across Facebook and 
Twitter. Only the FIFA World Cup in Brazil generated a greater coverage.11

orGanizaTional arranGemenTs
Initially, Australian support was provided directly by the agencies involved. 
This continued for three weeks before a Joint Agency Coordination Centre 
was established by the Prime Minister on 30 March 2014. The Centre was 
led by Air Chief Marshal (Retired) Sir Angus Houston, a former Chief of the 
Defence Force and an eminent Australian held in high regard by the public. 
The Centre became the coordination point for whole-of-Australian Govern-
ment information, messaging and stakeholder engagement.12 A significant 
planning factor in creating the Centre was the concern held by the Australian 
Government to ensure care and appropriate access were provided to the rela-
tives once the search was complete.

In addition to the foreign aircraft and ships supporting the search in the 
Southern Indian Ocean, the Joint Agency Coordination Centre also oversaw 
Australian assets. These included assets provided by Defence through Joint 
Task Force 658, and those of two Department of Infrastructure agencies: the 
Australian Maritime Safety Authority for search and rescue and the Austra-
lian Transport Safety Bureau for air crash investigation. 

As the search off Perth continued, the media contingent grew to about 80 
to 100 people outside of Royal Australian Air Force Base Pearce, where the 
aircraft were based. This was the largest media group that Australia had seen 
in recent times. The media generated approximately 50 inquiries per hour. 
Eventually, media contacts grew to over 400 and there were 40 000 down-
loads on YouTube for media conferences and for video news stories. The use 
of Twitter enabled the large-scale distribution of operational information. 
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For example, the Australian Maritime Safety Authority Twitter account  
expanded from 1,800 to 18,000 followers.13

soCial media
This operation illustrated the shift to drawing news coverage from social me-
dia as compared to relying on more traditional media such as newspapers 
and television. Traditional media methods, as provided by media conferenc-
es and media releases, still continued to feature prominently. But, notably, the 
Australian Maritime Safety Authority in particular managed to supply timely 
information using Twitter throughout the daily media cycle. Tweets relieved 
the pressure from a media hungry for stories.

Although a relatively small agency, the Australian Maritime Safety Authority 
displayed agility and responded admirably when confronted with the pres-
sure of the world’s media. The three-person media team supported a routine 
of a twice-daily media briefings, at the beginning of the day to respond to 
media inquiries mainly for radio and television, and then in the evening for 
newspapers. Social media was used to augment this and to respond to near 
constant 24-hour per day demands for information. While some media re-
leases were used, up to 13 tweets daily provided Twitter followers with the 
detailed storyline of operations. Search aircraft arrivals and possible sight-
ings were notified through tweets. Media conferences were also recorded 
onto YouTube. For example, the media conference that discussed two pos-
sible sightings on 20 March had 49,021 downloads on YouTube.14

This model of adopting social media to enable a steady flow of information to 
an unlimited number of outlets, in conjunction with more detailed messaging 
being delivered through media releases and conferences, was largely main-
tained during the entire search. The advent of social media has compressed 
the normal crisis response cycle. Issues flare, are quickly addressed, and then 
are supplanted by other issues. Australian strategic leaders displayed agility 
and acute political awareness by adapting quickly to this mechanism. In an 
era of democratized information, social media platforms can respond by eas-
ily transferring information in a timely manner. High quality information 
can be uploaded quickly to capture attention and direct the media and public 
to fresh information.
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status oF soCiaL mEdia
The new media technology is rapidly replacing news sources for younger 
generations. This epic transformation of the media has been underway for 
the last fifteen years, with smart mobile phones accelerating this trend. News 
is available online and more Americans cite the internet as a main source 
for national and international news (50%) than from newspapers and radio, 
but still below television (69%). For the younger generations, the change has 
already occurred, with 71% recording the internet as a main news source. So-
cial networking sites such as Facebook have also grown as a source for news 
(34% for 18-24 year olds).15

One of the reviews, conducted by the Australian Department of Defence in 
the Pathway to Change cultural program, examined social media. This review 
observed that there is no single recognized definition of social media, but for 
most, the “well-known network sites such as Facebook and Twitter typify 
social media.”16 The review briefly studied the cultural challenge provided 
by social media as it involves communication as well as providing a vehicle 
to discuss “ideas, basic assumptions, values and beliefs held by a society.”17 
This cultural and social dimension of social media, where issues are debated, 
examined and critiqued, should not deter agencies from providing informa-
tion as an initial source of discussion. Any follow-on debate is a reflection of 
the society from which the defence forces are formed. The manner in which 
information is made available adds to the credibility of the organization. 

Building trust and confidence in the information supplied is no different 
than that garnered through traditional forms. For the Australian Defence 
Force, disciplined by the findings of the various inquires into the 2001 
“Children Overboard” affair, a centralized process to clear information 
prior to release is ingrained. Policy frames the circumstances available to 
commanders to engage with the media. This policy could easily be expand-
ed to encompass social media. A separate policy to address social media 
is superfluous. Many Australian Defence Force units and ships currently 
operate Facebook sites that professionally reflect their day-to-day activi-
ties. Judgment is appropriately applied to security and sensitive matters. 
This emerging practice needs to be sanctioned within a broader framework 
for media engagement. The Vice Chief of the Defence Force has become an 
avid user of Twitter. He generated considerable media debate on Navy is-
sues when he was Chief of the Navy. Encouraging wider use of social media 
within the defence forces is needed.
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The use of social media during the operation to search for MH370 to ex-
tend the reach of communications and to deliver immediacy was a largely 
unintended and unforeseen activity. However, the positive results have been 
replicated on a subsequent operation. During the Australian Defence Force 
humanitarian assistance mission to Vanuatu in April 2015, audience reach 
from online news was 40 million from 300 articles versus 25 million from 
1,500 articles on television.18 The relative ease in delivering an online mes-
sage is startlingly rewarded by the massive coverage available through this 
medium when compared to traditional media.

The British Army initially responded to this media transformation through 
an organizational solution. In September 2014, the disparate elements of me-
dia operations, psychological operations, security capacity building and mili-
tary stabilization support have been swept up into a new brigade-sized entity 
called the Security Assistance Group. The Group is to deliver integrated ef-
fects “from persistent engagement, future media, commercial, stabilisation, 
cyber and financial” domains.19 As with all innovations, the path ahead is 
never completely clear. But what is clear is that, to be more effective in com-
municating across generations and to both internal and external audiences, 
strategic leaders need to engage and develop experience in this new media 
environment. Many of the techniques are not new, but the tools are.

ConCLusion
Operating in a busy media environment is the norm for defence forces. Us-
ing social media tools such as Facebook and Twitter offers greater reach and 
timeliness. The practices adopted when using traditional media can be easily 
transferred to using new media. These include using specialist communica-
tors, developing clear policy frameworks, ensuring oversight and direction 
by strategic leaders, monitoring and having the confidence that trained op-
erators can deliver within the endorsed boundaries. Protecting democracy 
also includes encouraging open access to accurate and timely information.
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ChaPtER 9

CRoss-gEnERationaL LEadERshiP: 
ChaLLEngEs in LEading  
thE indonEsian aRmy as a  
modERn oRganization
Lieutenant Colonel Frega Ferdinand Wenas-Inkiriwang,  
Lieutenant Colonel Ardisutopo Endro Tjahjono, and 
Colonel Eri Radityawara Hidayat, PhD*

intRoduCtion
During the last two decades, militaries all over the world have transformed 
into modern organizations, including the Indonesian National Army (Ten-
tara Nasional Indonesia Angkatan Darat). This transformation is interpreted 
to be a feature of the so-called Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA). In ad-
dition to procuring sophisticated weapon systems and armaments, modern 
armies are also making progressive development in other essential sectors. 
This includes building capacity through efficient and effective human capital 
management. Human resources are considered as one of the most important 
factors in RMA. As a consequence, the criteria for soldiers, NCOs, and of-
ficers who serve with the Indonesian military have also changed over time, 
which has been reflected in numerous revisions of recruitment standards.

In the past, intellectual capability was not seen as a top priority for recruit-
ing new military personnel, especially at the soldier level. Instead, loyalty 
and physical fitness were set above other priorities. Today, most of the tests 
for selecting new recruits incorporate more weight for intelligence in the 
overall process. With the procurement of modern weaponry, technological 
advancement means smarter soldiers are needed to man weapon systems. 
These adjustments to the selection process eventually changed the stan-
dards of military personnel, producing a different generation of recruits 
within the institution. 

* The views expressed in this chapter are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect 
those of the Indonesian National Defence Force.
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Although there have been numerous modifications of recruitment criteria, 
many military organizations, including the Indonesian Army, still apply the 
same standard in dealing with the issue of “cross-generational leadership.” 
Military organizations have not yet considered incorporating generational 
differences into the leadership context. Dwyer defines four groups in the gen-
erational divide, which he identifies as “veterans” or “traditionalists,” “Baby 
Boomers,” “Gen X,” and “Gen Y,” also known as “Millennials.”1 Differences 
between these generations can affect the working environment, and can even 
create conflict between the generations in the same organization. Therefore, 
this reality is critical in how leadership in a modern Army organization 
should deal with cross-generational issues. Each generation has a different 
character that may need special attention. 

The new environment has also been shaped by the rapid rise of the internet. 
This has influenced the characteristics of new recruits. More young people 
who joined the Indonesian Army in the last decade were born in a period 
where the spread of information and ideas through information and com-
munication technologies (ICT) was quicker and better than in the past. In 
fact, a World Bank report in 2006 indicated that youth accounted for 70% of 
all internet users aged 15 and older in Indonesia.2 Thus, the new recruits who 
have joined the Indonesian Army are more familiar with the internet and 
have incorporated the latest developments of ICTs into their lifestyle.

Within the last decade, text-messaging services have been introduced widely. 
Indirect communication has dominated interactions between personnel, 
even between superiors and subordinates. This growing use of social media 
has created another challenge. The younger generations are familiar with this 
new kind of communication, but the older generations are not necessarily 
as familiar. Without any evaluation of the urgency of accommodating cross-
generational leadership issues, the institution may have to deal with internal 
conflict that may impede it from moving toward a better operational posture.

At the Battalion level, this phenomenon has become an important issue. 
There are two dominating generations found in most Battalions in the Indo-
nesian Army: Gen X and Gen Y. Current battalion commanders are typically 
identified as Gen Xers, and they are the ones who must better comprehend 
the issue of how to exercise effective and efficient cross-generational leader-
ship. Meanwhile, company commanders, staff officers, platoon commanders 
and squad leaders are mostly acknowledged as Gen Yers. In order to organize 
and lead the unit in a better way, the battalion commander needs to know 
about the characteristics of the newer generations who are their direct sub-
ordinates in the unit.
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In order to have a better perspective on cross-generational leadership issues, 
this chapter examines the relations between different generational cohorts 
in the leadership of the Indonesian Army at the battalion level. Lessons 
learned from this case study may be used for further development of mod-
ern leadership principles or doctrines that may be adopted by other units in 
the Indonesian Army, or by military units in other countries facing similar 
challenges. It is hoped that this chapter will inspire further research on cross-
generational leadership issues within the military.  

managing human CaPitaL
RMA has become a leading trend within the last few decades. The concept 
was first introduced by Marshal Nikolai Ogarkov, who was a Soviet Chief of 
Staff. Ogarkov termed the concept as “military technical revolution,” which 
was intended to improve both the lethality and capabilities of conventional 
weapons.3 This initiative was developed to deal with the strategic environ-
ment of the Cold War era, when the Soviet Union was still in a close rivalry 
with the United States. 

The RMA initiative was later developed more comprehensively in the United 
States. In 1991, the United States military used the First Gulf War to show-
case its remarkable progress in RMA. The war was even viewed as a demon-
stration of new weaponry and military equipment to other nations.4 Since 
then, many militaries have decided to follow the successful United States 
military initiative. In fact, high technology weaponries, high precision muni-
tions, integrated command and control systems, as well as communications 
and various other sophisticated military equipment, have dominated recent 
improvements. According to Teodor Frunzetti, there are three factors that 
drive the RMA. He identifies them as the dynamics of the strategic envi-
ronment, the technological processes, and the increasing complexity of both 
conflict and military actions.5 However, dealing with these factors alone will 
not guarantee the transition to a modern organization. Human capital man-
agement should also be incorporated into the RMA agenda.

Bontis argues that human capital represents not only the human factor in the 
organization, but also the combined intelligence, skills, as well as proficiency 
that give the organization its distinct character.6 He proposes that the human 
element of the organization should have the capability for learning, chang-
ing, innovating and providing the creative thrust, which may help ensure 
the survival of the organization in the long run. Thus, effective and efficient 
human capital management assists in managing the competent and capable 



 170 | THE COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH TO OPERATIONS: INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES 

INDONESIA

personnel who are required to man modern weapon systems and other mod-
ern military equipment. 

Apart from applying appropriate human capital management, military orga-
nizations have to implement effective leadership at all levels. Most modern 
armies combine both transactional and transformational leadership.7 Cer-
tainly, different leadership styles are required in diverse situations, missions, 
and organizations. In fact, to succeed in the present contemporary operating 
environment as a leader of a small unit or even as a more senior officer, it is 
important to be able to adapt leadership styles. Typically, when referring to 
core competencies in leadership, a leader in a modern army organization 
is expected to be able to lead, develop, and achieve.8 “Lead” means that an 
army leader is able to lead others, lead by example, extend influence beyond 
the chain of command, and communicate. “Develop” refers to the ability to 
create a positive environment, prepare oneself and, of course, develop others. 
“Achieve” is interpreted as an ability to get results. A modern army leader 
must be able to apply these competencies to the different generations among 
his or her subordinates.

To deal with generational differences within the organization, army leaders 
should be able to communicate with diverse groups of subordinates. This 
means that leaders should understand how each generation differs. Never-
theless, it is difficult to find any educational and training curriculum which 
touches upon cross-generational leadership in any military. In most refer-
ences, the materials taught focus on the implementation of leadership in 
general without accommodating cross-generational issues. Therefore, it is 
essential to start including cross-generational leadership as part of the sylla-
bus delivered to army leaders. Without sufficient understanding in exercising 
cross-generational leadership, it will be hard for any army to transform into 
a modern organization. 

thE Changing oPERationaL LandsCaPE: 
nEW ChaLLEngEs
In recent decades, there have been numerous changes in security and defence 
dynamics. The fall of the Berlin Wall in the late 1980s preceded the dissolu-
tion of the Soviet Union, and this event marked the end of the Cold War era.9 
Since then, the United States has played a dominant role in the global are-
na. The Al-Qaeda attack on the World Trade Center on 11 September 2001 
shocked the world.10 The United States, which had become a sole superpower 
after the end of the Cold War, could not take any counter measure to deal 
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with the threat. This attack signified the emergence of asymmetric warfare, 
involving non-state actors.

The presence of non-state actors in war-like operations marked the develop-
ment of a new type of war, known as the Fifth Generation War. According 
to Lieutenant-Colonel Stanton S. Coerr, an officer from the United States 
Marine Corps, Fifth Generation War is viewed as a war against non-state 
actors.11 Since non-state actors have no official boundaries, they are free to 
move across countries. This condition provides them with some operational 
advantages. With more flexibility, non-state actors have the initiative in tak-
ing action, which makes their actions more difficult to predict. This situation 
creates a more complex dynamic globally, especially in the Southeast Asia re-
gion. A current example, which is also a global phenomenon, is the develop-
ment of the transnational extremist group the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria 
(ISIS). Approximately 514 Indonesian ISIS supporters are known to have left 
for Syria and Iraq.12 In addition, 16 Indonesian tourists have travelled to Tur-
key and disappeared with the intention of joining ISIS in Syria.

Technological processes, which were identified as the second factor of RMA, 
will play an important role in dealing with these challenges.13 Technological 
advancement may help the Indonesian Army to perform its duties in safe-
guarding its borders with neighboring countries and dealing with transna-
tional issues. For example, the use of drones and other modern equipment 
will be pivotal in driving the success of its performance, as drones can assist 
in monitoring and observing the borders. Additionally, integrated command 
and control systems may also help coordinate and synchronize joint efforts 
between units that operate in the surrounding areas. However, to manage 
these modern technological developments, the Indonesian Army needs to 
recruit personnel who are familiar with high technologies or at least recruit 
those who have the ability to learn and adapt to these technologies. Conse-
quently, the soldier’s understanding of technology is critical. With different 
generations among its members, the Indonesian Army needs to ensure that 
all generations can master these technologies.   

thE natuRE oF CRoss-gEnERationaL  
LEadERshiP: PRobLEm idEntiFiCation  
and imPLiCations
The multi-generational workplace is a reality of today’s organizations. Cur-
rently, social scientists have emphasized that workforce diversity not only 
means cultural diversity, but also generational differences. This is happening 
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in military organizations all over the world, including within the Indonesian 
Army. The current workforce consists of several generations in one organi-
zation. Kupperschmidt defines a generation as “a group of people or cohort 
who share birth years and experiences as they move through time together.”14 
Each generation is imprinted by the collective experiences of its youth and 
tends to share common views, values, and attitudes.15 In turn, the shared ex-
periences and the environment can have an impact on the process of social-
ization in a way that influences the development of various characteristics 
of the members of each generation, such as personalities, values, beliefs and 
expectations.16 Consequently, historical events can create powerful emotion-
al memories that impact upon the perceptions and feelings about authority, 
institutions, and family.17 Thus, generations are influenced by various socio-
cultural shifts, which could include wars and their results, new technologies 
that can significantly alter work and life-styles, plus political, social and eco-
nomic transitions.18

To better understand the cross-generational workforce within an organiza-
tion, Hornbostel, Kumar, and Smith suggested that it would be more appro-
priate to refer to the different characteristics of two different concepts: “Life-
stage” and “Generation.”19  The “Life-stage” characteristics refers to similar 
behaviours that one likely shares during one’s life span development, no mat-
ter when the birth year is, while “Generation” refers to similar behaviours 
that one shares due to the impact of sociocultural-technological changes on 
one’s life style during a certain period. Based on this understanding, Horn-
bostel and colleagues classified four generations that exist in our society, al-
though only the last three can still be found actively working at the current 
workplace. Hornbostel and colleagues define the four different generations 
as follows:20  

Veterans (or Traditionalists or Matures; people born approximately be-
tween 1922 and 1943).   The Veterans were children of the Great De-
pression and World War II. They lived through the Korean War and 
are recognized for their strong traditional views related to religion, 
family, and country. Their core values include respect for authority, 
loyalty, hard work, and dedication. 

Baby Boomers (people born between 1943 and 1960). The Baby Boom-
ers did not experience the same difficulties as their parents. They grew 
up during a time of great economic growth and prosperity. Their lives 
were influenced by the civil rights movement, women’s liberation, the 
space program, the Cold War, and the Vietnam War. They put high 
value on youth, health, personal gratification, and material wealth. 
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Baby Boomers are optimistic and believe their generation changed 
the world. 

Generation  X (people born between 1960 and 1980). Gen Xers some-
times are referred to as the misunderstood generation. They are the 
product of self-centred, work-driven Baby Boomer parents. Water-
gate, the advent of MTV, single-parent homes, and latchkey experi-
ences played influential roles in their development. They were the first 
generation to embrace the personal computer and the internet. They 
welcome diversity, are motivated by money, believe in balance in their 
lives, are self-reliant, and value free time and having fun. 

Generation Y (or Millennials, Nexters, Generation Next; people born 
between 1980 and 2000). Gen Yers have no recollection of the Cold 
War, and have known only one Germany. Their world has always had 
AIDS, answering machines, microwave ovens, and videocassette re-
corders. Gen Y tends to be well-organized, confident, and resilient 
and achievement oriented. They are excellent team players, like col-
laboration and use sophisticated technology with ease. 

Unfortunately, there are limited resources in exploring cross-generational 
leadership issues, especially in the military context. In observing the pres-
ent condition in the Indonesian Army, it is important to identify the most 
dominant generation groups within the leadership of the organization. The 
populations of Gen X and Gen Y are commonly found in any active army 
unit, in particular at the battalion level. Murray has identified the differences 
between Gen X and Gen Y in response to emerging technologies. Gen Y was 
found to be more familiar with new technologies compared to Gen X. Tech-
nology utilization has become an important issue since technology has de-
veloped significantly within the last few years. In fact, familiarity with tech-
nology can also be expected to create tension between the two generations.21

The Indonesian Army has been known as an organization that is very loyal to 
its history and traditions. The Indonesian Army was born during Indonesia’s 
War of Independence, which took place between Indonesia’s declaration of 
independence on 17 August 1945 and the transfer of sovereignty to the Re-
public of Indonesia from the Netherlands on 27 December 1949. The War of 
Independence involved bloody armed conflicts between the newly formed 
Indonesian Defence Force and the more technologically advanced Dutch 
forces. It was during this period that the so-called “1945 values” were estab-
lished and formed the core identity of the Indonesian Army.22 These values 
are passed down from past generations of officers to the current generations 
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and all army leaders, from the top commanders down to the squad lead-
ers, are expected to base their leadership styles on these values. In fact, the 
Indonesian Army has what it calls the 11 principles of leadership, in which 
three of the principles require army leaders to interact closely with their sub-
ordinates. For example, principle number two demands army leaders to lead 
from the front by providing the right example, principle number three asks 
army leaders to be in the middle building motivation and volition, and prin-
ciple number four states that an army leader must be willing to encourage 
initiative from behind.23

suRvEy oF thE usE oF modERn  
CommuniCation tEChnoLogiEs  
by diFFEREnt gEnERations in  
thE indonEsian aRmy
Considering that modern communication technologies have created lead-
ers who are more comfortable in communicating indirectly with their sub-
ordinates through modern communication devices, a survey was recently 
conducted at one of the Airborne Infantry Battalion of the Strategic Reserve 
Command of the Indonesian Army. The purpose of the survey was to identi-
fy the impact of technologies on the style of interaction between leaders and 
their subordinates. As an elite unit, the airborne Battalion has the priority 
to recruit personnel. The priority includes not only superior physical fitness 
but also intellectual capabilities. However, cross-generational issues have not 
been adequately discussed in any of the airborne units, or in fact anywhere 
in the Army.

The survey explored the question of how the leaders in the unit use modern 
communication modes when they interact with their subordinates. Using 
a purposive sampling method, 64 personnel who currently hold leadership 
positions in the battalion were requested to participate in the survey. These 
personnel represented the two dominant groups in the unit, Gen X and Gen 
Y. Each group consisted of 32 members, with both officers and NCOs (ser-
geants).
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survey resulTs
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Figure 9.1:  How often do you give instruction to your subordinates by using in-
direct communication methods (SMS, Blackberry, Whatsapp, Telegram, internet 
chatting or similar means)?

As can be seen from Figure 9.1, when being asked how frequently they use 
modern communication options in giving instruction to their subordinates, 
the responses between the two groups were different. In the Gen X group, 
the majority of the group indicated that they seldom utilized this option, 
while only two respondents indicated that they used this option frequently or 
actively in giving instruction to subordinates. In contrast, the Gen Y group, 
answered differently: 11 personnel (34.4%) identified themselves as frequent 
users and eight of them (25.0%) stated that they sometimes used them in 
giving instruction. 
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Figure 9.2:  How often do you check your subordinates’ condition by using indirect 
communication method (SMS, Blackberry, Whatsapp, Telegram, internet chatting 
or similar means)?

The responses to how frequently the leaders use modern communication 
modes for checking their subordinates’ condition showed a slightly different 
pattern. In the Gen X group, half the leaders answered that they seldom uti-
lized the option, while nine (28.1%) were frequent users and another claimed 
that he is an active user. On the other hand, 14 leaders (43.8%) from the 
Gen Y group stated that they frequently chose the option in checking their 
subordinates, and eight personel (25.0%) said that sometimes they favoured 
the option. The results showed that majority (71.9%) of the Gen Y group 
consisted of leaders that used the modern communication option to monitor 
their subordinates.



 THE COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH TO OPERATIONS: INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES | 177 

CHAPTER 9

No Answer

Never

Rare

Sometimes

Frequent

Intensive

Gen Y

Gen X

0 5 10 15 20 25

 
Figure 9.3:  How often do your subordinates report to you by using indirect com-
munication method (SMS, Blackberry, Whatsapp, Telegram, internet chatting or 
similar means)?

The results for the question of how frequently leaders use modern communi-
cation options for receiving reports from their subordinates showed a similar 
pattern to the question about giving instruction. The majority of the Gen X 
group seldom used the option of indirect communication through modern 
communication modes. Again, the majority of the Gen Y group have subor-
dinates who chose the modern option (76.7%). 

survey disCussion
Analyzing the responses from the two generational groups, it can be con-
cluded that Gen Y leaders use more modern approaches in interacting with 
their subordinates. At least two-thirds of the respondents in the Gen Y group 
have confirmed that they sometimes or frequently use the option in either giv-
ing instruction, checking their subordinates, or receiving reports. In contrast, 
leaders who seldom used the modern communication options to do similar 
things tend to dominate the Gen X group. Consequently, the survey indicated 
that most of the Gen X leaders tend not to use the modern communication 
option and presumably, this communication style influenced their subordi-
nates as well. On the other hand, most of the Gen Y leaders are conversant 
with the option and apparently their subordinates are responding in kind. 
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The results of the survey can lead to another conclusion. Most of the modern 
communication options mentioned in the survey are classified as indirect 
means of communication. Based on the survey, it is fair to state that the Gen 
Y leaders are conversant with indirect communication means, while the Gen 
X leaders chose to avoid indirect communication means. This may indicate 
that the Gen X leaders in the unit favour face-to-face interaction. While indi-
rect communication certainly can be used as a tool in leadership, this option 
has limitations as well.24 Since there is minimal direct contact, leaders may 
not be able to observe the actual conditions on the ground. While they can 
rely on this mode if they have already established close relationships with 
their subordinates, reports or interactions through indirect communication 
can be faked. Hence, the Gen Y leaders’ preference in using indirect com-
munication option in the unit may pose a challenge to effective leadership in 
a modern army units. 

The Gen X leaders who favour direct interaction will have limitations by 
not accessing modern communication options. A modern organization in 
which the majority of leaders cannot utilize these communication options 
will be at a disadvantage. As an airborne unit, which can be deployed any-
where and at anytime, speed and accuracy of reporting and communication 
are important. Connections between leaders at both higher and lower levels 
that can be managed through sophisticated communication devices are vi-
tal, and without sufficient understanding of the convenience of using mod-
ern technologies, operations may be vulnerable. Thus, leaders in an airborne 
unit are required to master technologies even though their previous expo-
sure may have been limited.  Sophisticated and new military equipments in 
the future will undoubtedly adopt high end technology not too dissimilar 
with the newer versions of mobile phones and other computer devices. If 
current army leaders at the battalion level are not comfortable in utilizing 
modern technology like mobile phones and the internet, surely it will be 
even more difficult for them to adapt to the latest battlefield developments 
which may arrive sooner than later.   

The result of the survey confirms a similar research finding by Avolio, Kahai 
and Dodge, who examined how advanced information technology influences 
and is being influenced by leadership.25  They concluded that the outcomes 
of leadership styles mediated through technology can be different from the 
outcomes in a face-to-face context employing the same leadership styles. 
Consequently leadership styles may need to be changed or simply will change 
through the use of electronic media, and this is a part of an emerging phe-
nomena known as e-leadership, which is defined as social influence processes  
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mediated by advanced information technology to produce a change in at-
titudes, emotions, thinking, behaviour, and/or performance within individu-
als, groups, and/or organizations.  Short Message Service, Blackberry Mes-
senger, Whatsapp, Telegram or internet chatting usage investigated on this 
survey are examples of features or applications related to handheld commu-
nication gadgets. In fact, more people are conducting distance communica-
tion through the internet, video conferences, chat rooms, desktop netmeet-
ings, and groupware systems. Avolio and Kahai found that rapid advances 
in technology systems are clearly ahead of the impact on the social systems 
within various organizations, including the military.26 

ChallenGes for BaTTalion Commanders
With a mixture of Gen X and Gen Y leaders in the unit, and future “Gen 
Z” (born after 2000) soldiers, battalion commanders who are predominantly 
from the Gen X cohort, need to develop themselves so that they can lead 
these groups more effectively.27 If the issue is not properly handled, it may 
create tension between the different groups of generations.28 The challenge 
for a battalion commander is how to develop cross-generational leadership 
styles and capabilities. Consequently, cross-generational leadership should 
be embraced in the leadership development curriculum, in particular at the 
initial session. Cross-generational issues should be taught as a foundation 
prior to learning about leadership concepts. In the Indonesian Army context, 
or in fact other armies which possess similar leadership doctrine, the survey 
results are relevant when a specific leadership doctrine requires that its lead-
ers engage their subordinates in a face to face manner. The challenge is in 
how to adapt the leadership doctrine that has been a permanent fixture of 
established organizational culture to the current reality, in which technology 
has changed the lifestyle of an entire generation. 

In relation to e-leadership implemented at the battalion level, team mem-
bers are likely to communicate with each other via advance information 
technology, enabling asynchronous, synchronous, one-to-one, or one-to-
many communication. Consequently, leaders are expected to display “tele” or  
“e-leadership” when they communicate with other members of a virtual team 
over electronic media. Therefore, rather than resting on a single individual, 
leadership is now being “shared” by team members, creating the opportunity 
for virtual collective leadership or shared leadership to emerge.29 This is basi-
cally a recent conceptualization of leadership that explicitly emphasizes later-
al influence among peers, in addition to upward and downward influences.30 
The behavioural focus of leadership development should then be expanded 
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to include the development of directive and empowering leadership, rather 
than focusing solely on transactional and transformational leadership.31 This 
is due to the fact that shared leadership is very much related to the ability to  
empower others.32 

Finally, this research illustrates that by referring to past successes, organi-
zational culture can hold an organization hostage to its past.33 And this is 
especially the case for an organization steeped in history and tradition like 
the military.34 Therefore, despite the existing limitations, leadership doctrine 
should be adaptive to current changes in techological development and its 
impact on lifestyle. Otherwise, doctrine itself will risk becoming invalid or 
obsolete. Hence, consistent updating and changes are essential to keep the 
standard of the military organization so that it can deal with evolving trends 
and the dynamic nature of current and future operational environments.    

ConCLusion
The Indonesian Army has traditionally been an organization which upheld 
values from the generation of soldiers who fought the nation’s War of Inde-
pendence. These values formed the backbone of the Army’s leadership doc-
trine, and have been handed down from one generation of soldiers to the 
next. Yet current changes in the strategic environment mean the Army must 
transform itself in order to face technological changes, which in turn will 
produce societal changes. Propelled by the need to acquire modern weapon-
ry as part of its RMA, the Army must also recruit new generations of soldiers 
who are more comfortable with modern communication technology. 

It is clear that dissimilarities between generations may possibly impact how 
military leaders exercise their leadership. In fact, future generations are likely 
to possess characteristics that are different from previous generations. This 
trend is likely to pose a continued challenge for the Indonesian Army, which 
is currently in the process of transforming to a modern military organiza-
tion. The explorative survey on cross-generational leadership issues in the 
Airborne Infantry Battalion provides invaluable lessons learned for revising 
the existing leadership curriculum in the Indonesian Army, and these lessons 
are applicable in other military organizations. 

The survey at a battalion level showed that there is a generational divide be-
tween army leaders who are part of the Gen X cohort, who tend to use less 
modern communication devices, and with Gen Y leaders and their subor-
dinates who are “digital natives.” Considering that the leadership styles of 
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both generations have strengths and weaknesses, it is clear that both groups 
must be willing to adapt to each other in order to be able to work effectively 
as a team. Gen X leaders should have more training on using the modern 
communication option. On the other hand, the Gen Y leaders who are more 
comfortable with indirect communication when interacting with their sub-
ordinates should be encouraged to use more old fashioned direct contact 
between them and their subordinates to facilitate the effectiveness of their 
leadership efforts. Each generation should be trained and coached on how 
best to deal with their strengths and weaknesses, and how to lead the differ-
ent generations effectively. It is imperative that battalion-level commanders 
have the capacity to lead in a cross-generational manner and get the proper 
training and coaching in this area.
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ChaPtER 10

thE dynamiCs oF RuLEs, LEaRning, 
and adaPtivE LEadERshiP: 
insPiRations and insights FRom thE 
unitEd statEs maRinE CoRPs
Jerry Guo and Mie Augier, PhD*

There is no military body in our country of higher efficiency than the 
Marine Corps. They take great pride in their profession. They never 
let things slack a bit.

Rear Admiral John A. Wilslow, USN

Every Marine is, first and foremost, a rifleman. All other conditions 
are secondary.

General Alfred M. Gray, USMC

The problem with being too busy to read is that you learn by experi-
ence (or by your men’s experience), i.e. the hard way. By reading, you 
learn through other’s experience.

General James N. Mattis, USMC

The United States Marine Corps, with its fiercely proud tradition of 
excellence in combat, its hallowed rituals, and its unbending code of 
honor, is part of the fabric of American myth.

Thomas E. Ricks

intRoduCtion
The United States Marine Corps (USMC) has been an active component of 
the United States Armed Forces since 1775. Marines have served in every 

* The views expressed in this chapter are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect 
those of the United States Navy or the Department of Defense.
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major conflict the United States has fought, along with dozens of minor 
conflicts, peacekeeping missions, humanitarian missions, and joint training 
missions with allied nations. Marines are stationed both afloat and ashore 
around the world to serve as the United States’ rapid reaction force. 

The issue of “what makes a Marine a Marine” has been the source of puzzle-
ment for a long time, worked over by practitioners, academics and members 
of other services. General John J. Pershing of the United States Army is said 
to have noted, “Why in the hell can’t the Army do it if the Marines can? They 
are the same kind of men; why can’t they be like the Marines?” alluding to the 
special quality of Marines, as well as their organization, that makes them – 
seemingly – more agile, able to fight hard as well as think hard, and adaptable 
to rapidly changing environments. 

A larger study of the USMC as an organization, the individuals in it, and 
what makes them particularly adaptive, would involve a large number of is-
sues, including things such as: 

What is the particular organizational culture and supporting educa-
tional and institutional structures supporting the culture that toler-
ates, or even encourages, creative thinking? Why do other services 
and organizations often weed those out?1

Why does the USMC seem to attract broader and more curious 
minds2 – those, in Herb Simons’ terms, “cats that curiosity couldn’t 
kill;” and what is the role of broad reading lists in building history 
and a broad perspective into the minds and lives of young Marines?

aRE maRinEs boRn oR madE? 
How do Marines cultivate their particular mentality or philosophy 
(Al Gray’s warfighting is a philosophy, not just a concept or doctrine,) 
the underlying dynamic fabric that also seems to cultivate a higher 
degree of what Simon called “organizational identification” and loy-
alty, perhaps even altruism?3 How do the institutional structures help 
cultivate, respect and reward those who are not just good fighters, but 
good out of the box thinkers as well? 

What are the rules – written and otherwise – that underly their 
thinking; what is the “operational code” of the USMC?4 Are there 
particular traits, some innate, some by design, that constitutes  
“warrior routines” or “warrior capabilities?”
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Being a Marine is not a job, it’s a lifestyle;5 it is what defines the 
people. How does this affect identification and innovation and the 
organizational culture of the USMC? What is the ‘precarious value’ 
of the USMC?6

(How) does the Marines emphasis on history and reading – their 
long term perspectives for the past – contribute to their long term 
perspectives for the future (as indicated in March 1999), and their 
adaptiveness as an organization?7 How does such historical inclina-
tion – shared with scholars and philosophers including Jim March, 
Alfred Whitehead and Friederick Nitetzche – contribute to the in-
novativeness in thinking as well as in action? 

These – and many other – dimensions are important parts of understanding 
the overall nature and dynamics of the USMC. Here we focus on just a small 
part: how the USMC educates, trains, and organizationally nurtures the tal-
ent key to adaptive and strategic leadership. 

thE simuLtanEous PuRsuit oF Rigidity  
and innovativEnEss

Training must be challenging. If training is a challenge, it builds 
competence and confidence by developing new skills. The pride and 
satisfaction gained by meeting training challenges instill loyalty and 
dedication. It inspires excellence by fostering initiative, enthusiasm, 
and eagerness to learn.8 

A well-known example of part of what makes a Marine a Marine is training. 
Marine training is rigorous, as evidenced by the large number of academic 
articles in the medical and physiology literatures showing the prevalence of 
injury rates in combat training, and as depicted in more popular media (than 
academic articles) through movies, for instance the memorable Gunnery Sgt. 
Hartman from Full Metal Jacket.9 It is built on a philosophy and foundational 
principles key to Marine Corps organizational capabilities. As all organiza-
tional capabilities, USMC capabilities are more than the sum of parts, more 
than the resources, training, and educational structures; it is the synergy be-
tween them that creates distinctiveness.

Marine training, including most famously perhaps the “boot camp” program, 
like other military training, emphasizes the transmission of basic routines 
needed for successful military operations. An overview of the USMC recruit 
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training shows instruction in military history, martial arts, swimming, use of 
weapons, land navigation, and marksmanship.10 The Marine Corps processes 
approximately 37,000 recruits a year at two facilities: Marine Corps Recruit 
Depot Parris Island (on the East Coast) and Marine Corps Recruit Depot 
San Diego (on the West Coast).11 Processing so many recruits and molding 
them into recruits able to fill vacancies in the fleet requires a great deal of 
standardization; training does not differ significantly between the west coast 
and east coast facilities, and Marines are all drilled in the same fundamentals 
of military life that serve as a foundation for them in follow-on schools or in 
their assignments in operational units. The principles of training are focused 
enough to provide direction, yet flexible enough to accommodate the needs 
to adapt to changing conditions and to commanders at all levels of the orga-
nization.12 Another contributing factor is the personal presence of the com-
manders at all levels – perhaps cultivating a higher degree of organizational 
identification and loyalty.13 

Hand-in-hand with its reputation for rigorous training, the Marine Corps 
has also developed a reputation for innovativeness, adaptiveness, and capac-
ity for strategic thinking.14 The USMC has implemented one of the most vis-
ible and effective energy programs in the defence establishment, with the 
Expeditionary Energy Office (E2O) leading efforts to shift Marine Corps 
energy needs away from fossil fuels toward sustainable and innovative solu-
tions.15 Marines are regularly encouraged to think outside of the box,16 and 
even lower-ranking Marines are expected to serve as “strategic” thinkers in 
their expeditionary roles.17

How can it be that an organization can simultaneously promulgate rigid hi-
erarchy and teach its members strong standard operating procedures, while 
at the same time promote innovation and innovative thinking even among 
its lowest-ranking members?18 In this chapter, we examine part of this issue 
of the tension between cultures of organizational routines and cultures of in-
novation. We argue that these two cultures do not need to conflict; a culture 
of strong routines provides a foundation from which a culture of innovation 
can arise. We develop our thinking from theories of routines from the evolu-
tionary economics and behavioural organizational theory literature, and we 
highlight some preliminary applications from the USMC. 

Instead of treating routinization and innovation as antithetical to one an-
other, we view them as mutually supportive. We examine part of the dynam-
ics in Marine Corps doctrine to show that, routinization serves to create a 
highly-trained force adept at learning and adapting to new situations, and an 
organizational environment conducive to innovation. 



 OVERCOMING LEADERSHIP CHALLENGES: INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES | 189 

CHAPTER 10

oRganizationaL RoutinEs
The generic term ‘routines’ includes the forms, rules, procedures, 
conventions, strategies, and technologies around which organiza-
tions are constructed and through which they operate. It includes 
also the structure of beliefs, frameworks, paradigms, codes, cul-
tures, and knowledge that buttress, elaborate, and contradict the 
formal routines.19

Organizations implement routines to help them accomplish tasks. Organiza-
tional members take part in using routines as part of their day-to-day; they 
“routinize” their operations so that members know how tasks will be accom-
plished, leading to coordination and efficiency benefits. Routines can be ex-
plicit or tacit; explicit routines are things like standard operating procedures 
or checklists, while tacit routines are more of a collective understanding of 
how things should get done that is difficult to codify or to outline.

Formally, organizational routines are repetitive patterns of interdependent 
organizational actions.20 They represent patterned sequences of learned be-
haviour involving multiple actors linked by communication or by authority.21 
In the military context, routines could be very explicit: they could be check-
lists for starting an aircraft, rules of engagement, or “tactics, techniques, and 
procedures” to deal with emerging threats. On the other hand, they could be 
very tacit – they could be a particular unit’s approach for negotiating with 
tribal elders to learn about insurgent activity in a region; if asked, unit mem-
bers might respond “This is the way we do things,” but their procedure to 
negotiating with local leaders may not be written down or preserved or even 
a conscious procedure. Unit members may just know implicitly that this is 
how they work together and organize to execute the routine. 

Routines can therefore serve as repositories of organizational memory. Their 
enactment is a physical manifestation of organizational knowledge. Work in 
this area stems from the foundational work of Cyert and March in the Behav-
ioral Theory of the Firm, where routines were argued to be sources of capabil-
ity.22 Nelson and Winter, in their influential book An Evolutionary Theory of 
Economics, used a biological metaphor to explain routines as mimetic devices 
that pass down organizational capabilities as collective memory.23

Routines are collective, in that they involve many actors working in collab-
oration. They are recurrent; members enact them repeatedly to instantiate 
them as part of regular organizational life. They are patterned and follow a 
predictable (once they are recognized) sequence. They are effortful, requiring 
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organizational members to actively focus on them to enact them. They are 
context- and path-dependent, created from the needs of the organizational 
environment. Finally, they may have ostensive and performative compo-
nents. The ostensive component is the idea of the routine in the minds of or-
ganizational members, while the performative component is how it is really 
enacted. A manual for fixing a tool may be the ostensive component codified 
in organizational memory, but the way crew members actually fix the tool 
(based in part on the guide) is its performative component.24

What do routines do? Routines have been linked to coordination benefits 
within organizations; strong routines help organizations conduct their work 
more efficiently as members do not need to “reinvent the wheel.” Routines 
may help organizations resolve struggles within the organization about the 
ways things get done; their instantiation serves as evidence of truce between 
organizational factors.25 Routines reduce uncertainty in the face of a turbu-
lent environment by providing organizational members a toolkit for how to 
act. They allow organizational members to economize on limited cognitive 
resources. They provide a repository for knowledge retention.26 Finally, they 
serve as a source of stability; routines are a factor in leading organizations 
to keep doing things the way they always have, and they may be a factor as-
sociated with the difficulty around organizational change.27 Routines seem 
to provide many performance benefits for organizations, but the question 
is whether those performance benefits are outweighed by the possibility of 
inflexibility – as routines could be a source of organizational inertia.  It is not 
obvious how they might play a role in innovative organizations. 

ConCepTual ClarifiCaTion
Part of the challenge of studying routines is in conceptual clarity. Routines 
seem straightforward; organizational members use routines to accomplish 
tasks, members understand how the routine works and it simplifies organi-
zational activity. Members no longer need to reinvent the wheel when ap-
proaching tasks they see again and again. Yet, this surface-level simplicity be-
lies some conceptual challenges that are useful in understanding how routines 
relate to innovation.  Some questions regarding routines seem appropriate.

Are routines conscious or unconscious? This question is at two levels.  First, 
are routines consciously or unconsciously chosen? Do organizational mem-
bers pick routines from a menu, or do they know unconsciously which rou-
tines would be appropriate for a given problem? Second, are routines enacted 
consciously or unconsciously? Cohen & Bacdayan conducted a laboratory 
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study suggesting that routines are stored as procedural memory within orga-
nizational members, and that they are enacted in response to stimuli from the 
environment and from other members – suggesting that to a certain extent, 
the enactment of routines can be unconscious (whether or not the routine 
is explicit).28 Winter has emphasized how routines can be formed by uncon-
scious recognitions which they can then become routinized: “A relatively 
complex pattern of behaviour (or the theoretical representation of such a pat-
tern) triggered by a relatively small number of initiating signals or choices and 
functioning as a recognizable unit in a relatively automatic fashion.”29 

To what extent are organizations routinized? Can we think of some organiza-
tions as having more routines and some organizations as having fewer rou-
tines? From our description of how routines are enacted in organizations, it 
is not clear what organization would have no routines. Instead, we can think 
about organizations as highly routinized or lowly routinized – this, like other 
aspects of routines, will probably depend to some extent on the organization’s 
environment. An organization facing new or novel tasks will likely not ex-
hibit high routinization because routines that do get developed will become 
superseded by new events. 

How does one measure routines? Laboratory studies can impose routines on 
work teams.30 This is not always possible in field settings, and empirical work 
has struggled with the best way of measuring routines – or even identifying 
them. Researchers face methodological choices to make. Is any pattern of in-
teraction a routine? Would a pattern that organizational members claim not 
to be a routine but fits all criteria still be considered a routine? How can one 
ever really observe routines that members may not consciously know they 
follow? The literature provides some prescriptions from field studies about 
finding routines, primarily with an emphasis on conducting well-grounded 
qualitative observation of organizations and using context-specific knowl-
edge to identify when routines are enacted. Alternatively, if the researcher 
is interested in just the sense of routinization in an organization, they might 
pursue a survey of organizational members, but this could lead to bias and 
may not capture the exact construct under study.31

How do routines change? Routines can change at multiple levels. First, rou-
tines themselves may evolve in response to new conditions – Pentland and 
Reuter have argued that pieces of routines may be recombined in the face of 
novel tasks, so that routines can be viewed as “grammars of action.”32 Rou-
tines may also change in every enactment; routines have ostensive and per-
formative aspects. The ostensive aspect serves as the ideal of what the routine 
is meant to accomplish – how it exists either in a codified form or in the 
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minds of organizational members. The performative aspect is how the rou-
tine is actually enacted, and there is no reason to believe this will be close or 
far to the ostensive; the ostensive guides the performative, but the perfor-
mative routine, the routine as enacted, will be contingent on characteristics 
of the context, the performers, and the task. This may serve as a source for 
change, as iterated repetitions of a routine with slight variations may uncover 
improvements in how the routine is enacted that may filter back to the os-
tensive ideal of the routine and change how it is then enacted in the future. 

What is the relationship between routines and innovation? The tension be-
tween stability and innovation is apparent when thinking about routines; al-
though routines assist organizations and their members in streamlining tasks 
and in codifying organizational knowledge, this may come at the expense of 
flexibility. It is conceptually challenging to think about a highly routinized 
organization as also being innovative. 

rouTines and innovaTion
Can routines be not just the products of innovation, but serve to engender 
innovation in the organization? Taking a dynamic view of routines may help 
us understand how we sometimes see highly routinized organizations, such 
as the USMC, develop reputations for innovation. We identify three streams 
of work that support this proposition. We assume that organizations are in-
terested in innovation as a necessity of survival; either stimuli from the envi-
ronment require innovation (facing new tasks, for example), or the organiza-
tion may experience competition from other players requiring innovation to 
compete.33

Routines are a source of organizational memory, but when they are repeat-
edly enacted by organizational members, they create organizational memory 
as well. A history of repetitive actions and adjustments from that history can 
lead to routines serving as generative systems.34 Routines are therefore a font 
from which change can occur; they are the reason for their own change.35 

Routines may support innovation by freeing up resources. We have indicated 
how routines make it easier for organizational members to deal with routine 
problems, and routines aid members in economizing on cognitive resources. 
These resources may be diverted to other endeavours. Resources available 
above and beyond those needed for conduct of standard operations are analo-
gous to the concept of organizational slack from the behavioural theory of 
the firm tradition.36 Slack is a buffer that allows an organization to absorb  
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environmental variation or deal with dramatic shifts.37 The theory suggests 
that slack – resources that are otherwise unutilized – can be diverted to inno-
vation, either by stimuli from the environment that require a change, or from 
proactive activity on the part of organizational members. Research and Devel-
opment divisions conducting basic research can be thought of as consuming 
slack. Their deliverables may not support immediate operational needs, but 
their findings are important for building a solid technical base from which 
a knowledge-intensive organization can remain competitive and innovative.

Finally, routines may reduce search costs. When organizations need to inno-
vate in response to new problems or innovate to develop new competen-
cies, they must conduct a search for new knowledge. This search for new 
knowledge may take place within the organization through recombination of 
existing information, or it may come from outside of the organization – with 
information coming from the outside environment and interpreted by orga-
nizational members to generate new knowledge.38 Search has its tradeoffs; 
although it can lead to optimal solutions, there is the risk of failure and it is 
difficult to know where to start. Routines can help organizations better orga-
nize search. Routines are a store of organizational memory, and they provide 
a means for organizations to both have a place to start when approaching a 
new problem, but also a means to easily interpret information from the envi-
ronment and convert it to useful knowledge. In this sense, routines could be a 
foundation for an organization’s absorptive capacity.39 They aid organizations 
in both search and transfer of information. 

On the whole, these related streams of research suggest routines have a role 
to play in supporting innovation and adaptive leadership. When taken as dy-
namic and capable of influencing the organization over time, there is theory 
to suggest that organizations could benefit from high routinization not just 
on all the factors to which routines typically contribute (efficiency, memory, 
etc.), but also on innovation. Routines are themselves sources of mimetic 
variation; through repetition, organization members change their routines 
and stand the possibility of uncovering genuine innovations by recombining 
prior knowledge. Routines free up resources that could be allocated to in-
novation, by increasing organizational slack. Finally, routines reduce search 
costs and increase an organization’s absorptive capacity – this makes it easier 
for organizations to search for information needed for innovation and inter-
pret that knowledge in the context of the organization’s new problems. 

Yet, it is not clear that organizations with high routinization will necessarily 
be innovative. It may take a special mix of routines, an organizational cul-
ture around innovation, and context-specific factors to yield an innovative  
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organization with strong routines; routines provide the conditions necessary 
for innovation, but may not be sufficient to guarantee innovation. To under-
stand how and why organizations use routines in the pursuit of innovation, 
we examine the dynamics of rules in the USMC. The Marine Corps exhibits 
very strong routines, like many military organizations, but it prizes innova-
tion as well.40 We hope to show that routines in the Marine Corps help to 
lay the foundation for innovation through many mechanisms, including by 
emphasizing the cultivation of broader minds (e.g., through reading), pro-
viding unit members with a place to start in the pursuit of solutions to new 
problems, and free up resources for Marines to devote time and attention to 
larger problems than their standard operations.

RoutinEs and innovation in  
thE unitEd statEs maRinE CoRPs 
We look at one example of Marine Corps routines to show the importance 
of both routines and innovation in Marine Corps culture.41 Specifically, we 
examine written rules as manifestations of Marine Corps routines. Written 
rules have been demonstrated to be important in demonstrating organi-
zational culture, and the degree of routinization in an organization can be 
viewed as a facet of culture.42

The marine Corps issues doCTrine 
Marine Corps generals and officials release publically-available statements 
of Marine Corps doctrine – how the Marine Corps organizes and executes 
military operations. These are public statements of ostensive routines that 
are inculcated into the organizational culture. Marine Corps leaders and unit 
members follow doctrine in organizing their work, so for the purposes of 
identifying routines and how they support innovation, assessing published 
doctrinal works would be a good source of evidence. 

The foremost such doctrinal work is Marine Corps Doctrinal Publication 1: 
Warfighting. Updated and integrated with joint forces doctrine, the manual 
on warfighting has “had a significant impact both inside and outside the Ma-
rine Corps. That manual has changed the way Marines think about warfare.”43 
Warfighting is the Marine Corps statement of how to conduct manoeuvre 
warfare and to teach officers and enlisted men and women the basics of how 
to conduct operations. We focus on chapters 3 and 4 of Warfighting, which 
deal with how to prepare for war and how to wage war, as we view these as the 
clearest depictions of high-level routines common to Marines irrespective of 
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unit or rank; all Marines are engaged in the business of warfighting and this 
manual serves as the foundation for their profession. 

rules and experimenTaTion
Routines allow for experimentation because they allow for organizational 
members to tweak existing routines by repetition; a result from repetition of 
existing routines may be new solutions that aid in innovation and creating 
solutions to new problems. 

The Marine Corps identifies two types of training:

Collective training consists of drills and exercises. Drills are a form 
of small-unit training which stress proficiency by progressive repeti-
tion of tasks. Drills are an effective method for developing standard-
ized techniques and procedures that must be performed repeatedly 
without variation to ensure speed and coordination. Examples are 
gun drills, preflight preparations, or immediate actions. In contrast, 
exercises are designed to train units and individuals in tactics under 
simulated combat conditions. Exercises should approximate the con-
ditions of war as much as possible; that is, they should introduce fric-
tion in the form of uncertainty, stress, disorder, and opposing wills.44

It is the emphasis on exercises, rather than “dictated or ‘canned’ scenarios”45 
that distinguishes this type of training. It explicitly incorporates experimen-
tation into the performance of routines. At the same time, an emphasis on 
“drill” provides a foundation from which experimentation can occur. The 
types of behaviours incorporated in drill are repeated in exercises (preflight 
checks are a component of operations tested in exercises), creating bundles of 
routines whose combinations may serve as a source of innovation.46 

But it is the emphasis on friction, in the Clausewitzian tradition,47 which 
shows how routines really impact innovation. It is not that the Marines have 
instantiated a routine for innovation,48 it is that the Marines have instantiated 
a way of utilizing existing routines in a flexible and repetitive system out of 
which innovations can flow. They have created, in their training environ-
ment, a way for Marine leaders to observe how their routines work and how 
they may serve in a constrained environment. In the absence of strong rou-
tines, such exercises would not be successful in spurring innovation.
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rules and searCh
As war is fluid, commanders will regularly be in situations where they must 
acquire information about a problem they face. Whether this problem is 
about how to conduct an assault of a fortified position, collecting intelligence 
on an unknown force or about the best way to conduct patrols in a newly-
secured area, commanders will regularly face these problems with a paucity 
of available information. This requires them to search in their environment 
for information to solve these problems and to make effective command de-
cisions. This is not formulaic, however, “A military decision is not merely a 
mathematical computation. Decision-making requires both the situational 
awareness to recognize the essence of a given problem and the creative ability 
to devise a practical solution. These abilities are the products of experience, 
education, and intelligence.”49 This emphasis is close to the conception of  
decision-making in March, Simon and Cyert’s work.

This experience comes from training, which is informed by doctrine. 
Warfighting prescribes that leaders must receive “a foundation in theory 
and concepts that will serve them throughout their careers” and they must 
“focus on understanding the requirements and learning and applying the 
procedures and techniques associated with a particular field.”50 But at a 
high level of mastery, officers are expected to be experts in combining 
knowledge from different fields together while understanding how to in-
corporate new information. The doctrinal focus on mastering routines in 
a given area therefore supports the development of innovation by allowing 
officers and leaders to incorporate new information to support the devel-
opment of solutions. 

rules and resourCes
The Marine Corps case is relevant for a discussion of routines and resources. 
Warfighting explicitly acknowledges that there will be a need for search, as 
warfare is conducted in “an uncertain, chaotic, and fluid environment.”51 
Key to this type of warfare is an understanding of intent. Innovation in 
combat comes from the necessity for junior leaders to make on-the-spot 
decisions; they make command decisions based on knowledge of their com-
mander’s intent:

Subordinate commanders must make decisions on their own ini-
tiative, based on their understanding of their senior’s intent, rather 
than passing information up the chain of command and waiting for 
the decision to be passed down. Further, a competent subordinate  
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commander who is at the point of decision will naturally better appreci-
ate the true situation than a senior commander some distance removed.52

What allows junior commanders to be so innovative? It is routines like regu-
lar check-ins about intent, briefings before combat, and communication rou-
tines. Further in Warfighting, the authors describe that philosophy of com-
mand is based on human elements and shared understandings:

We believe that implicit communication – to communicate through 
mutual understanding, using a minimum of key, well-understood 
phrases or even anticipating each other’s thoughts – is a faster, more 
effective way to communicate than through the use of detailed, explic-
it instructions. We develop this ability through familiarity and trust, 
which are based on a shared philosophy and shared experience.53

Therefore, doctrine provides slack; it simplifies the communication process. 
Marine leaders who have been inculcated in this culture of tacit communica-
tion are better able to conduct innovation and to develop solutions for com-
mand problems, because they have an organization-wide shared understand-
ing of communication routines. This frees up resources that would otherwise 
be used on communication and allows Marines opportunities to develop 
adaptive plans and to innovate, based on a foundation of routines. 

Discussion of slack is an important component of Warfighting. Marines are 
encouraged to maximize their use of resources, as “time is a critical factor in 
effect decision-making – often the more important factor… In general, who-
ever can make and implement decisions consistently faster gains a tremen-
dous, often decisive advantage.”54 Marines, by necessity, need to maximize 
slack, and they use routines to do so. The example we provide of communica-
tion is one example of how they do so at a high level – at an operational level, 
things such as mission tactics, procedures for manoeuvring, and other TTPs 
may be just as effective. 

imPLiCations FoR thE dEvELoPmEnt  
oF (adaPtivE) LEadERs

Our goal is to develop [an organization] that acts in uncertainty and 
thrives in chaos through a common understanding of the essence and 
nature of the problem and the purpose of the operation. In practice, 
this means that leaders must ensure their vision and intent are under-
stood and their subordinates act decisively in concern with that vision 
and intent.55 



 198 | OVERCOMING LEADERSHIP CHALLENGES: INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES

United StateS of america

In this chapter we have argued that routines can serve as foundation for inno-
vation in organizations. Innovation, in turn, is key to an organization’s adap-
tiveness. Adaptive leadership is at least partly a function of the organizational 
routines in the past (including who rise to become leaders), as it is about 
shaping the organization in the future.

Routines are repetitive patterns of interdependent organizational actions. 
They are enacted by multiple members of organizations and serve as ways for 
the organization to simplify how things are done, to make the “routine” eas-
ier to accomplish. Routines have coordination and performance benefits for 
organizations, but we argue that they may also serve as a source of flexibility 
and innovation under the right conditions. We suggest that routines can also 
support innovation through multiple pathways. First, routines may serve as 
a source of experimentation; as routines are repeated again and again, their 
repetition may serve as a means for organizational members to experiment 
with existing practices, which can inform solutions for future problems. Sec-
ond, routines may reduce search costs by giving organizational members 
capacity to understand and to interpret new information coming in from 
the environment – and indeed, to interpret new problems. Third, routines 
may support innovation by freeing up resources and creating organizational 
slack. Routinized activities require less cognitive effort to perform, as well as 
fewer physical resources, and this makes it easier for organizational members 
to divert time and attention to new problems. We highlight some examples 
from a central piece of Marine Corps doctrine – Warfighting – to show how 
strong routinization may make the Marine Corps highly innovative in spite 
of an outward appearance of inflexibility. 

We believe this initial observation of Marine Corps routines provides fruitful 
ground for future study. We have looked at only the highest level of routines – 
doctrine – and many of the processes we describe would apply at lower levels 
of tactics or operations. We believe an investigation of Marine Corps rules 
and training would provide evidence to suggest that innovation in routines 
can stem from the three pathways we have identified from organizational 
theory, and that this work would be important for resolving the tension be-
tween routinization and innovation.

What does this mean for leaders? Leaders can rest assured that not all of the 
bureaucratic procedures they follow are useless; there can, in fact, be very 
real benefits to some degree of routinization. We offer the following (initial) 
suggestions to military leaders to reap the maximum benefit of routinization 
for innovation:
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Embrace routines that improve efficiency – greater efficiency frees up 
resources to devote to innovation, whether those resources are time, 
money, political capital, or others.

When searching for information about a new problem, use your ex-
isting routines as a starting point. This may reduce the time it takes 
to find new information and make what information you do acquire 
more interpretable. 

Do not punish subordinates for minor deviations from routines, and 
encourage them among your teams. Innovation will come from mi-
nor deviations; follow the ostensive spirit of routines and accept that 
the performative outcomes may differ from time to time.

Routinization is a powerful management tool that brings efficiency and qual-
ity. However, it may also bring innovation. Military leaders should see the 
routines they practice as tools in their arsenal that support innovative activ-
ity, rather than as impediments to progress. 
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ChaPtER 11

WhEn miLitaRy LEadERs diFFER  
FRom thEiR PoLitiCaL LEadERs:  
ovERComing LEadERshiP ChaLLEngEs
Colonel Piet C. Bester, D Phil, and Major Anita G. du Plessis*

intRoduCtion
Prior to 1994, the political environment in the Republic of South Africa 
(RSA) was characterized by white minority rule that used the armed forces 
to ensure the security of the state against resistance from the black ma-
jority. With the democratization of the RSA, a new political leadership, 
mainly from the former black resistance, was elected, creating a situation 
where the 1994 political and military leadership1 represented groups that 
were previously in conflict with one another.2 The South African National 
Defence Force (SANDF) was formed on 27 April 1994.  This force was a 
result of the integration of several opposing military forces, including the 
South African Defence Force, the Defence Forces of the former indepen-
dent states of Transkei, Bophuthatswana, Venda and Ciskei, Umkhonto We 
Sizwe (the military arm of the African National Congress) and the Azanian 
People’s Liberation Army.

Post-Apartheid South Africa was restructured by the new regime, the Afri-
can National Congress, which came to power in 1994. Great initiatives were 
taken to improve the lives of all South Africans in this newly founded democ-
racy. However, since 2000, a number of behavioural and legislative problems 
have come to the fore.3 In many instances politicians and security officials 
reacted to justified enquiries and protests in ways similar to those of their 
predecessors. The result of new anti-terrorist legislation, the controversial 
proposed Act on the Protection of State Information, and the militarization 
of the police was that these measures curbed rightful public protest and lim-
ited the transparency relating to the functioning of government. 

* The views expressed in this chapter are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect 
those of the South African National Defence Force.
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The citizens of South Africa, including military personnel, where shocked 
by a number of activities and scandals in which Jacob Zuma, the president, 
head of state, head of the executive and Commander-in-Chief of the SANDF, 
was implicated. Max du Preez, a well-known South African journalist, re-
fers to President Zuma as a “one-man wrecking ball,” who is busy with the 
demolition of the democracy.4 Allegations are made that the President out-
manoeuvred those who stood up to him, richly rewarded those loyal to him 
through a vast system of patronage, and massively enriched his own family 
and clan in the tradition of Mobuto Sese Seko (former president of Zaire, 
now known as the Democratic Republic of the Congo) and Robert Mugabe 
from Zimbabwe. 

Some authors are of the opinion that “politicians, diplomats, and military es-
tablishments have their own identities and interests that are not always shared 
by those for whom they supposedly speak.”5 It is clear that there is a risk that 
the South African government lacks the bonds of strong political consensus. 
Consequently, political authority will be uncertain. In this regard, Ambler6 
states that when a state’s authority is uncertain, the relation of the military 
establishment to politics may take one of two forms or may be a mixture of 
the two. First, if dissension is chronic, the military itself may suffer the same 
lack of authority and unity that characterizes the society around it. Second, 
if the military establishment is relatively cohesive, there is a tendency for of-
ficers to conceive of the military as an island of health, unity, and courage in 
a sea of corruption, conflict and decay. Some military leaders might concur 
and show support to what is happening in the faint hope of being rewarded 
for blind loyalty, some may remain “under the radar” so as not to cause any 
ructions and silently protest, and some might want to do something in the 
interest of a democratic South Africa or what is viewed as “the right thing to 
do” from a military professionalism perspective.

In view of the foregoing, it would be safe to say that the events occurring 
in South Africa might raise a red flag; members in some state departments, 
in general and the military specifically, might experience interference from 
their political masters. Consequently, the military leader may be placed in 
a situation where he or she is presented with moral dilemmas, as Milburn7 
states: “decisions wherein the needs of the institution appear to weigh on 
both sides of the equation.” Although the military has not been directly 
drawn into the alleged interference yet, one cannot view the military as part 
of the state machinery that is immune to such interference. 
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thE ChaLLEngE
Political challenges at the highest level may possibly create a challenge for 
military leaders should they be confronted with carrying out instructions 
from political masters with whom they disagree. These challenges are in par-
ticular applicable to military leaders functioning on the military strategic 
level of the organization, especially when dealing with policy-related issues. 
Ambler illustrates that it has an effect on the operational and tactical level as 
well, highlighting that when dissension is chronic, the military establishment 
may suffer the same lack of authority and unity that characterizes the society 
around it, as mentioned previously.8 Thus, it does not mitigate the military 
leader against orders that appear to be unconstitutional, immoral, or other-
wise detrimental to the military as an institution to protect democracy. This 
leads to a challenge where the military leader’s watershed moment is in terms 
of his or her customary obligation to obey and a possible moral obligation to 
dissent. The question that arises is how should military leaders deal with this 
challenge from a leadership perspective? 

In addressing this question, it is first and foremost important to note that this 
is not the first time that military personnel in South Africa have been faced 
with such a challenge. In 1914, some military personnel chose to act in a cer-
tain way that caused a divide in South Africa and specifically the Afrikaner 
community for many years after. In addition to the 1914 rebellion, there was 
another incident in 1961 in Algeria, with a direct effect in Europe, referred to 
as the “The Generals’ Putsch.”9 It is important first to refer to these incidents 
as examples of circumstances in which military leaders were in conflicting 
situations before discussing how this challenge should be addressed in the 
current context. It is important to note that both these incidents covered 
extensive periods, but only the significant information about the events is 
reported here for the purposes of this discussion.

histoRiC ExamPLEs

The 1914 afrikaner reBellion
In 1910, eight years after the end of the Anglo-Boer War, South Africa  
became a union under British rule. About four years later, on 4 August 1914, 
Britain declared war on Germany. This was followed by 35 days of intense 
debate, wondering and waiting on whether the Union would choose neutral-
ity or declare war itself. On 8 September, the South African Prime Minister, 
General Louis Botha (a Boer war hero), finally gave his answer that South 
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Africa was going to war on the side of Britain.10 This was a decision mainly 
driven by being morally bound to Britain after the Union was given its free-
dom in 1910.11

Despite South Africans celebrating this decision on a wave of patriotism and 
propaganda, there was still bitterness among a small group in the aftermath 
of the Anglo Boer War. Some felt that a German victory in the war would 
enable the Afrikaner to shake off the British yoke and reverse the outcome 
of the Anglo-Boer War.12 Consequently, a group of Afrikaner nationalists, 
supported by remnants of the army and an assortment of western Trans-
vaal and Free State “poor whites,” started preparing for a dramatic bid to 
seize the country.13 An initial attempt at a rebellion was averted after Botha 
summoned General Koos de la Rey, another Boer war hero, to his office and 
managed to talk him out of such a plan, thus temporarily averting a rebellion. 

Botha then called in his top Transvaal officers, including General Christiaan 
Beyers, General Hendrik Muller, Major Jan Kemp, Lieutenant Colonel Manie 
Maritz and Major J.J. Pienaar, to discuss their wartime commitments. Al-
though all of them were openly hostile to the idea of war with Germany, Bo-
tha left them in charge of their garrisons. Within a few days of their meeting 
with Botha, the officers began piecing together plans for a mid-September 
takeover of the government.14 When Botha’s government acceded to a Brit-
ish request to invade German South West Africa (today known as Namibia), 
12 000 Boer War veterans in the Union Defence Force and two of its own 
commanders, General Christiaan Beyers in the Transvaal and General Chris-
tiaan de Wet in the Orange Free State (both Boer War heroes), resigned their 
commissions, crossed into South West Africa and raised the standard for a 
rebellion against the Union.15 

As a result, General Jan Smuts, the Minister of Defence, took over command 
of the Union Defence Force and declared martial law, while General Louis 
Botha concurrently moved successfully against the rebels. Most of the cap-
tured rebels were let off lightly, but Major Jopie Fourie, a member of the Ac-
tive Citizens’ Force, was court-martialed because he joined the rebels without 
resigning his commission from the Union Defence Force (when captured 
he was in full uniform of the Union Defence Force) and because there was 
an incident where he fired at government troops during a brief truce.16 In a 
unanimous decision, Fourie was found guilty by the court and sentenced to 
die in front of a firing squad. General Smuts refused to reprieve Fourie, who 
faced the firing squad with great courage and became a Boer folk-hero and 
martyr, while Smuts was labelled by his Afrikaner foes as “murderer of Fou-
rie” and, in his own words, “became the best-hated man in South Africa.”17



 THE COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH TO OPERATIONS: INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES | 207 

CHAPTER 11

The Generals’ puTsCh in alGeria 
Almost 50 years later, in April 1961, an event took place that caused the 
French to wonder whether Paris had been transformed into a Latin Ameri-
can capital. The rumbling of tanks in the early morning appeared to become 
a substitute for popular or parliamentary vote as the normal procedure for 
changing governmental leadership.18 In the run-up, a number of events oc-
curred that led to this fateful situation where serving military officers and 
former generals of the French Army attempted a coup d’état in Algeria and 
France.19

France was involved in Africa for a very long time. Algeria was conquered 
by the French in 1830 and became an integral part of France in 1848, until 
it was granted independence in 1962.20 Toward the end of the 1950s, pres-
sure was building up. The French Army, which had fought for more or less 
seven years in Algeria, was convinced that Algerian nationalism was directly 
or obscurely linked to the expansion of the worldwide Communist move-
ment, which was also one of the fundamental tenets of the doctrine of la 
guerre révolutionnaire.21 Furthermore, many officers held the view that the 
national spirit was failing under the onslaught of the Left, and that the army 
had become the nation’s only guardian. Lack of guidance from Paris concern-
ing policies and objectives frustrated military leaders in Algeria, and France 
withdrew from Tunisia and Morocco in 1954. Moreover, French forces that 
were set ashore with British forces in 1956 at the north end of the Suez Canal 
to restore order in the Canal and Sinai region following Israel’s precautionary 
attack on Egypt, had to abandon the operation after an enormous strategic 
success due to pressure from the United States and the United Nations. This  
shocked the regime and made the army deeply suspicious of its Anglo- 
Saxon allies, who had denied them an opportunity of possibly striking at the 
heart of the Algerian rebellion’s major supply base. Shortly before that event, 
France had lost its influence in Indochina (1954) and the army obsessively 
believed that it had been betrayed in Paris by weak-willed politicians. This 
caused the French Army to come to the conclusion that in all conceivable 
circumstances its power had to be maintained in the Maghreb.

According to Olson, a climate of inherent military revolt began to become a 
reality when President de Gaulle of France announced on 16 September 1959 
that the Algerian population was to be allowed to choose independence from 
France, or association or integration with France.22 This was contrary to the 
belief that de Gaulle would stand unwaveringly behind the cause of Algérie-
France23 and some interpreted it as surrendering in Algeria.24 Ambler’s obser-
vation in this regard is worth mentioning: “in the eyes of most army officers, 
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the Algerian war became the final, the decisive battleground on which the 
military status, self-esteem and honor had to be redeemed.” 25

Consequently, military leaders of the French Army intended to seize control 
of Algeria and also topple the democratically elected president, General de 
Gaulle, and his policies.26 

For the first time a purely military conspiracy was bred and imple-
mented by the colonels – Argoud, Gardes, Broizat, Lacheroy, Godard 
– and four [retired] generals whom they succeeded in recruiting to 
lead the coup – Zeller, Jouhaud, Salan, and Challe.27 

Their common denominator was that they were all favourably disposed to 
a military crusade to prevent Algerian independence.28 The irony of this 
was that they were not driven by ideology, but by what Joesten refers to as  
misguided patriotism to keep Algeria French forever.29 Ambler observes that 
after 1946 the French Army had been engaged in a new orthodox style of 
war in which military and political questions were inextricably intertwined.30

The effort to topple the de Gaulle regime was unsuccessful, although a brief 
fear of invasion swept Paris. However, with the cooperation of the Air force 
and the Army, the revolt collapsed in four days.31 The obstruction of the con-
scripts, with their attitude of passive disobedience, hastened the demise of the 
putsch.32 As a result, officers who encouraged the insurrection or attempted 
to profit from it were removed from their posts. Initially, Generals Salan, Jou-
haud and Gardy and Colonels Argoud, Broizat, Gardes, Godard, Lacheroy 
and Commandant Vailly were sentenced to death in absentia.33 Challe and 
forty-five other officers who surrendered were convicted. Challe and Zeller 
were convicted to fifteen years in prison; however, they were granted amnesty 
and had their military positions restored five years later. 

thE ChaLLEngE FaCEd by miLitaRy LEadERs
It is clear that situations can arise where military leaders are confronted with 
dissonance with respect to what they are tasked to do. It may be a potential 
situation, as currently in South Africa, with parallels that can be drawn to 
two events in history, the 1914 Afrikaner Rebellion and the Generals’ Putsch 
in Algeria in 1961. Addressing this issue is complex and it defies clear-cut 
black-and-white specificity, but it is a fundamental issue that will impact the 
relationship between military leaders and their political masters.
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The question arises as to what can be done to deal with this challenge when 
military leaders have to face similar situations. In order to develop a process 
or model to follow as a guideline for military leaders, one has to gain under-
standing of those aspects that regulate or direct the functioning of a mili-
tary leader. The case of South Africa will be used to illustrate these aspects. 
The first of these is to understand the constitutional powers of the President, 
which ultimately also guides the standing of the military in the broader so-
ciety.  Thereafter, a closer look at military leaders themselves is discussed in 
terms of military professionalism. This is followed by a brief reference to the 
commission bestowed on an officer when appointed by the President of the 
country and the code of conduct for uniformed members of the SANDF. 
Lastly, the issue of lawful and unlawful commands and orders is addressed.

ConsTiTuTional powers of The presidenT 
The SANDF is governed by military law as part of the country’s public law 
governing the relationship between the state and the individual.  Military 
law represents an authoritative relationship, which is characteristic of an ad-
ministrative relationship.  It is also specifically designed to fulfil the needs of 
a certain group of individuals, namely soldiers. Thereafter, it expresses the 
norms as these relate to other forms of law, including law of evidence, crimi-
nal law and criminal as well as civil procedures, thus fulfilling the require-
ments of administrative law.34

The President of the RSA has powers over the SANDF conferred in the 
Constitution.35 Section 202(1) of the Constitution affirms the President as 
the Commander-in-Chief of the SANDF and stipulates that he or she must 
appoint the Military Command of the Defence Force. Section 202(2) of the 
Constitution states that only the President may authorize the employment 
of the Defence Force under the following conditions: (a) in co-operation 
with the South African Police Service, (b) in defense of the Republic, and 
(c) in fulfilment of an international obligation. Section 201(3) of the Con-
stitution compels the President to inform Parliament when the SANDF is 
thus employed, promptly and in an appropriate amount of detail, includ-
ing the reasons for the employment, the places where the employment will 
take place, the number of people involved and the time period the force 
will be employed.
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Civil-miliTary relaTions
The term civil-military relations (CMR) refers to the relationship between 
the armed forces and the broader civilian society.  The reason for the intro-
duction of democratic CMR in South Africa is partly that during the Apart-
heid era, the government used the SANDF as a tool to enforce its politi-
cal beliefs in the population.  This created an almost military state in which 
the public had little to no recourse to legal or humanitarian rights. Ngoma 
proposes that the praetorian civil-military relations used by the Apartheid 
government were evident in the military’s seemingly relative ease to obtain 
resources from the government to execute its mandate. The military became 
the most powerful group among the participants in the political system.36

Since the promulgation of the Constitution in 1994, the rights of all citizens 
have been respected.  The SANDF (formed post-1994) is governed by the 
Constitution and it aims at providing a defence force whose actions are trans-
parent, open to scrutiny and subject to accountability and responsibility to 
the people and society at large. In the Constitution, the Chief of the SANDF 
(who is appointed by the President) has executive military command. This 
command is exercised under the direction of the Minister of Defence in 
times of peace and under the direction of the President during a state of na-
tional defence. The Minister is, in turn, accountable to Parliament and Cabi-
net for the SANDF.37  The White Paper on Defence states that Parliament has 
a range of significant powers regarding military affairs in order to enforce 
democratic control over the armed forces and defence policy. It has legisla-
tive powers, it approves the defence budget, and it reviews the President’s 
decisions to employ the SANDF in critical defence functions.38

Civil-military relations can be comprehensively defined as: 

the web of relations between the military and the society within which 
it operates, and of which it is necessarily a part. Such relations encom-
pass all aspects of the role of the military (as a professional, political, 
social and economic institution) in the entire gambit of national life. 
Civil-military relations involve issues of the attitude of the military 
towards the civilian society, the civilian society’s perception of, and 
attitudes to the military, and the role of the armed forces in relation 
to the state.39 

The principles of democratic civil relations are couched in the reference to 
accountability, adherence to the rule of law, transparency, respect for human 
rights, political control, consultation with civil society, professionalism and 
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collaborative peace and security.40 Williams augments these principles by 
also including constitutional provisions controlling the military, parliamen-
tary defence committees, and the creation of a military ombud system.41 All 
this suggests dynamic interaction and cooperation between the military and 
civilian leadership to facilitate democracy. 

According to Heineken, CMR theory suggests that a purposeful and effective 
military requires a unique culture, separate from its parent society. 

This is based on the assumption that a ‘gap’ between the military and 
society is inevitable as the military’s function, the lawful application 
of military force in accordance with government direction, is funda-
mentally different from civilian business. The correct balance needs 
to be obtained to ensure that the military remains strong enough to 
defend the state (protected by the military) and subservient enough 
not to threaten the state (protected from the military).42  

This aspect is emphasized by Ambler, who points out that causality in CMR 
is multiple and complex and that all patterns of CMR can be understood only 
in the context of the entire political system in which they exists.43 

In the case of South Africa, it is important to note that various historical 
aspects place emphasis on CMR in the SANDF. This includes Apartheid and 
the misuse of the military for political purposes by the previous government. 
Therefore, it is important to refer to the importance that the SANDF gave 
to CMR in the recent South African Defence Review 2014. It states that in 
terms of military education, training and development imperatives: “Military 
professionalism, based upon core military values, ethics and a robust profes-
sional ethos, are the foundations for the future leader.”44 This is linked to both 
the officer corps and the non-commissioned officers and warrant officers. 
Their various training institutions, such as the Defence Academy, must at all 
times be symbols of military professionalism, leadership excellence, and a 
reflection of CMR. 

miliTary professionalism
The concept of military professionalism has been understood differently in 
different countries and during different eras. This reflects the interaction of 
factors such as political culture, military traditions, and the level of complexi-
ty of the state bureaucracy.45 The general view is that modern military profes-
sionalism in democratic states includes the broad features of any profession 
and the recognition of its legitimacy in the wider society.46 Hence, being a 
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profession and an occupation different from other occupational groups, mili-
tary professionalism consists of two aspects. Both Huntington and Janowitz47 
define a profession in a fairly conventional manner as an occupation that has 
highly specialized characteristics in the areas of expertise, responsibility and 
corporateness. Both authors restrict the membership of the society of mili-
tary professionals to those who belong to the officers’ corps.  

The following are “enduring characteristics”48 that distinguish a profession 
from other occupation groups. 

1. A profession maintains monopolistic control over a body of defined 
theoretical knowledge and the practical abilities that accompany such 
knowledge.49

2. Aspirants to the profession must undertake intensive, lengthy, formal 
and practical education and training, on completion of which their 
performance, learned competencies and skills are assessed by qualified 
practitioners through formal examinations, which lead to the award of 
a professionally, societally recognized qualification. This is also referred 
to as “specialization,” which means that the professional combines the 
knowledge of a body of scientific theory with the practical ability to per-
form a given set of tasks. In the case of the armed forces it is the theory 
and practice of warfare, or “the managed application of violence.”50

3. The activities of the profession are in areas of vital concern for  
humankind:51 the state and society rely on military expertise to deal 
with threats to their security.52 

4. The relationship between the profession and society, between practitioner 
and client, is based upon altruistic service by the former to the latter.53 

5. The profession retains a considerable degree of autonomy over matters 
such as recruitment and training practices, the behaviour expected of its 
members, and the maintenance of professional standards.54 

6. The profession is organized into a form of community, with an occupa-
tional consciousness (corporate identity) and a sense of collective re-
sponsibility expressed often through a professional association.55

7. The profession is seen as a full-time permanent career-oriented form of 
occupation.56
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8. Society sanctions the activities of the profession as morally praiseworthy 
and accords to the professions a status of high esteem, respect, confi-
dence, prestige and, not infrequently, privilege.57 Similarly Honwana58 
refers to this characteristic as “community sanction” that postulates 
some element of autonomy, rights and the monopoly to practice their 
profession. Swain59 states that characteristically, they seek to have some 
control over education and certification to practice, though formal li-
censure normally remains a function of government. This furthermore 
contributes to the development of legitimacy,60 which is a particular 
component of military professionalism. The military leadership is ex-
pected to be responsible both individually and collectively to the gov-
ernment and the community.

9. There is usually a code of ethics61 that regulates the professional’s rela-
tionship with his or her peers. It is essential that military leaders remain 
faithful to the Constitution.62  The South African soldiers’ Code of Con-
duct is an example of such an ethical code that demands that service 
personnel be unconditionally committed to the defense of society and 
be permanently ready to carry out orders from a higher authority. 

10. All the above attributes are reflected in a professional culture that incor-
porates adherence to a set of values and norms, and includes symbols 
such as uniforms and insignia, as well as the use of a distinctive profes-
sional language.63

It is furthermore of the utmost importance to note that the military leader, as 
a professional within a profession, needs to understand that there is a distinc-
tion between the state (ongoing) and the regime (temporary).64 The military 
is in service of the state and in this way the values and the interests of the 
state, including the military, claim precedence over any other temporarily 
powerful group or leader. There is thus a clear distinction between loyalty to 
the state and loyalty to the regime. 

It is clear that being an officer means that the person is in an occupation dif-
ferent from other occupations. The person serves the state and a great deal of 
trust is placed in the person to render a service to society. He or she is highly 
skilled and dedicated to execute the orders of higher authority. This person 
functions according to a code of conduct and displays a specific culture with 
particular values and norms. What further distinguishes an officer from any 
other profession is that the officer is commissioned by the State President.
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Commission as an offiCer
The South African Defence Act65 makes provision that the President may con-
fer a permanent commission on any member of the Defence force. The act 
further states that in order to qualify for a permanent commissioned appoint-
ment, a person must inter alia swear or declare allegiance to the RSA, be a 
South African citizen, relinquish any other citizenship he or she may have, and 
must have a trustworthy and exemplary character.  This allegiance is to the state 
(RSA) and not the regime (the particular political party that is ruling the coun-
try) and it consequently does not imply blind obedience to political masters. 

Code of ConduCT for  
uniformed memBers in The sandf 
The SANDF adopted a “Code of Conduct for Uniformed Members” as a guide 
for soldiers’ ethical behaviour and conduct. During the development process, 
the SANDF’s key stakeholders, civil society interest groups, and members of the 
Department of Defence were consulted. The Code was presented to the Parlia-
mentary Defence Committee and the Council for Defence for final approval.66 
See Figure 11.1 for the Code of Conduct for Uniformed Members of the SANDF.

•	 I pledge to serve and defend my country and its people in accordance with the 
Constitution and law and with honour, dignity courage and integrity.

•	 I serve in the SANDF with Loyalty and pride, as a citizen and a volunteer.
•	 I respect the democratic political process and civil control of the SANDF.
•	 I will not advance or harm the intrests of any political party or organization.
•	 I accept personal responsibility for my actions.
•	 I will obey all lawful commands and respect all superiors.
•	 I will refuse to obey an obviously order.
•	 I will carry out my mission with courage and assist my comrades-in-arms, even at 

the risk of my own life.
•	 I will treat all people fairly and respect their rights and dignity at all times, regard-

less of race, ethnicity, gender, culture, language or sexual orientation.
•	 I will respect and support subordinates and treat them fairly.
•	 I will not abuse my authority, position or public funds for personal gain, political 

motive or any other reason.
•	 I will report criminal activity, corruption and misconduct to the appropriate 

authority.
•	 I will strive to improve the capabilities of the SANDF by maintaining discipline, 

safeguarding property, developing skills and knowledge, and performing my du-
ties diligently and professionally.

Figure 11.1: Code of Conduct for Uniformed Members of the SANDF.
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The code of conduct is a visible public statement of the SANDF’s ostensible or-
ganizational values, duties and obligations. Standards and guidelines are laid 
down for the interaction of members of an organization with each other and 
with the stakeholders of the organization, hence directing inter alia the mili-
tary leader’s relationship with his or her political leaders. This is confirmed by 
the pledge by the then-Secretary for Defence, the late Mr. January Masilela: 

We accept the Code as a guideline to what is expected of us from an 
ethical point of view, both in our individual conduct and in our rela-
tionship with others. This includes our relationship with the legislature, 
political and executive office-bearers, other employees and the public.67 

Similarly, the then Chief of the SANDF, General Siphiwe Nyanda, stated: 

We accept the Code as a distillation of the Constitution, the White 
Paper on Defence and international law. We also regard it as a reflec-
tion of the core values of the South African National Defence Force, a 
vision of military professionalism in a democratic South Africa and a 
normative basis for unity, morale and discipline.68

It is clear that a code of conduct is salient for military leaders as an instru-
ment that upholds norms of professional behaviour. Appiah69 summarizes 
the role of a code of conduct when he states that there are at least three rea-
sons why professionals should be interested in adhering to a code of conduct: 
it protects them from being associated with the poor performance or behav-
iour of others in the same profession, it helps create a working environment 
in which it is easier to resist pressure to do what members of the profession 
would rather not do, and supporting a publicized code helps protect a profes-
sion against the negative public image of members of that profession. It is in 
particular the second reason, to make it easier to resist pressure to do what 
members of the profession would rather not do, that this chapter deals with. 
Those parts in the SANDF Code of Conduct dealing with not advancing a 
political party’s interests, obeying lawful commands and refusing to obey an 
obviously illegal order, are clearly relevant to this discussion. The next sec-
tion deals with military leaders’ response to illegal orders.

dEaLing With suPERioR oRdERs
It is often stated that soldiers (including military leaders) must execute com-
mands and orders given by superiors. Consequently, soldiers often state that 
they acted within their duties as soldiers when they executed commands and 
orders given by superiors. They also often claim that, as soldiers, they are 
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not to question authority, but rather to obey. However, the question arises as 
to whether a soldier has a duty to execute and obey all orders, irrespective 
of their content. To address this question, this section will clarify the inter-
national trends regarding this issue, the South African perspective and the 
moral implications of this question.

The term “superior orders” was coined to describe an order given by a supe-
rior to a subordinate in a military context.  These orders were used as defence 
by soldiers claiming that they could not be held culpable for actions that were 
ordered by a superior officer. The German Military Trials in 1921 allowed 
the defence of superior orders by a German U-Boat captain Lieutenant Karl 
Neumann. The captain admitted responsibility for sinking a hospital ship, 
but in his defense stated that he did this in response to orders given to him by 
the German Admiralty. The Supreme Court of Germany acquitted him and 
accepted his defense of superior orders to elude criminal liability.  The court 
even stated “all civilized nations recognize the principle that a subordinate is 
covered by the orders of his superiors.” Thereafter, many war criminals were 
acquitted using this defense. However, because of the Allies’ dissatisfaction 
with the acquittal of war criminals, the London Charter of the International 
Military Tribunal removed superior orders as a defense in 8 August 1945.

The best known and publicized court cases in which soldiers claimed that 
they were only acting on orders and were not responsible for their actions, 
were the Nuremberg trials.  These trials were part of legal proceedings that 
tried war criminals before the International Military Tribunal in 1945 and 
1946.  The trials were conducted by the Allied forces after World War II with 
the aim to prosecute Nazi Germany political, military and economic lead-
ers for their actions during the war. The Germans claimed that “Befehl ist 
Befehl” (orders are orders). Orders must be executed without question from 
the subordinate and that commanders are responsible for their orders (com-
mand responsibility). Their attempted defense was unsuccessful and it was 
concluded that superior orders were no longer considered sufficient to es-
cape punishment, although such orders could serve as a mitigating factor to 
lessen punishment.70

In the South African context, the Constitution clearly indicates that no mem-
ber of a security service may obey a manifestly illegal order.71 The Military 
Disciplinary Code (MDC)72 of the SANDF is a codification of the rules of 
law governing the conduct of soldiers. The MDC Section 19 deals with dis-
obedience of lawful commands or orders.  A soldier who willfully defies or 
disobeys authority is guilty of an offense under the MDC.  In the precedent 
created by the case of Queen vs Smith in 1900, the courts determined that 
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the order given in that situation was lawful, as it was given during a time of 
war. In that case, a soldier acting on the orders of an officer shot and killed a 
servant during a time of war. The servant delayed producing a bridle that was 
requisitioned on a farm in a district that was under martial law. The soldier 
was tried criminally for murder.  The court took the middle road and applied 
the following rule: a soldier is compelled to obey an order only if the order is 
manifestly lawful. If it is manifestly unlawful, he or she may not obey it; if the 
individual does, he or she acts unlawfully. 

The manual for the Law of Armed Conflict73 also states:

Every soldier has a duty to obey lawful orders of superiors. Failure to 
do so is a serious offence. However, an order to commit a war crime 
is an unlawful order. A person who commits a war crime pursuant to 
an order is guilty of a war crime if that person knew or should have 
known that the order was unlawful. 

It is important to note that these sections deal with lawful commands, and 
this is also emphasized in the code of conduct. There appears to be no legal 
ground to disobey a legal order under any circumstances. But what if a com-
mand is illegal or unlawful? The availability of case law appears to be limited, 
and future legal debates will guide these decisions. Currently though, the 
code of conduct indicates that a soldier will accept personal responsibility 
for his or her actions, as well as refusal to obey an obviously illegal order.74  

The above serves as a guide for the military leader when making a decision. 
The contrasting legal conclusions between World War I and World War II 
raise the question of the role of the individual in executing orders.  It be-
comes apparent that one country (in this case Germany) had seen both the 
legal recourses of executing superior orders. If legal precedents can change, 
the answer in addressing this challenge for the individual may lie in the con-
cept of morality, and not legality. The next section looks at the morality of 
decisions and the effect it has on a military leader.   

To illustrate the influence of morality, it is worth referring to a survey75 con-
ducted among military professionals at the Unites States’ Marine Corps War 
College in January 2010. Respondents agreed without exception that there 
were circumstances under which they would disobey a lawful order, such as: 

If the officer cannot live with obeying the order, he must disobey and 
accept the consequences; When I cannot look at myself in the mirror 
afterwards….”; “When I deem the order to be immoral…”; “When it is 
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going to lead to mission failure…”; “When it will get someone injured 
or killed needlessly…”; “When it will cause military or institutional 
disaster…”. 

Thus the morality of decision-making becomes important when leaders are 
making decisions. For this reason, Andrew Milburn states that any member 
of the military has a commonly understood obligation to disobey an illegal 
order. There are circumstances under which a military officer is not only jus-
tified, but also obligated, to disobey a legal order.76 Likewise, Bedein states 
that soldiers have a moral imperative to refuse an immoral or illegal military 
order.77

Huntington, however, has argued that a military professional is on thin ice 
if he dissents on any grounds other than purely military or legal ones.78 The 
General’s Putsch in Algeria confirmed that military disobedience is to be 
considered a crime, despite the grandeur of its motives. Contrary to tradi-
tionalists like Huntington, Milburn79 however argues that dissent is not only 
justified under the most exceptional circumstances and should not only be 
confined to the purely military aspect of a decision, but that members of the 
military profession should exercise moral autonomy beyond its commonly 
accepted responsibilities. He further states that the fact that one’s individual 
interpretation of what is moral and what is not also does not let the officer 
off the hook for making moral decisions. Such an argument will deny the 
existence of a military profession by relegating its role to the bureaucratic 
function of executing instructions. Moral autonomy can also not be denied 
to a profession with a clearly defined code of ethics and an oath of allegiance 
not to any one person, but to the Constitution. 

To conclude, the forgoing implies that in dealing with superior orders it is in 
the interest of the military leader to look at all aspects relating to his or her 
decision. The leader does not function in isolation, nor does the military. A 
military leader has to consider international and national laws and legisla-
tion, as well as use his or her moral compass when evaluating and executing 
superior orders in order to determine both their legality and morality.  

a ConCEPtuaL modEL FoR  
dEaLing With thE ChaLLEngE
If a military leader is of the opinion that an order or instruction that he or she 
receives is rendered unconscionable by its probable consequences, he or she 
has a moral obligation to dispute the order. In coming to a decision on what 



 THE COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH TO OPERATIONS: INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES | 219 

CHAPTER 11

to do, the military leader will have to go through a decision-making process. 
The model for making an appropriate decision should also fit into a typical 
military decision-making model. An overview of the literature on military 
decision-making usually mentions a number of steps or phases.80 Figure 11.2 
depicts a typical military decision-making model.

•	 Step 1 : Define the problem
•	 Step 2 : Identify the object of the decision
•	 Step 3 : Analyze the situation
•	 Step 4 : Identify and assess the alternatives
•	 Step 5 : Decide on the best course of action
•	 Step 6 : Implement the plan and evaluate the results

Figure 11.2: Typical Military Decision-making Model.

In order to deal with the challenges faced by the SANDF, an adjusted  
decision-making model can be adopted (Figure 11.3). The adjusted model 
may have the following framework and will be applicable whether the issuer 
of the order is a superior officer or a civilian leader.

•	 Step 1: Become aware of the conflicting situation
•	 Step 2: Identify the facts related to the situation
•	 Step 3: Identify possible actions
•	 Step 4: Evaluate the possible action from various perspectives:

•	 Civil-Military Relations
•	 Military Professionalism
•	 Commission as Officer
•	 Code of Conduct
•	 Legal vs Illegal Command

•	 Step 5: Make decision and test it against:
•	 What is the best to do?
•	 Contact a peer or mentor and ask what they would say?

•	 Step 6: Take action
•	 Step 7: Reflect on decision and determine which lesson can be learned 

from the process

Figure 11.3: Adjusted Military Model for Decision-making in Conflicting Situations.

In step one the military leader becomes aware of the conflicting situation. 
Military leaders should, however, always function on the principle that they 
would never take any action that constitutes a complete lack of discipline 
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and respect for the legitimate government or command structure. This is fol-
lowed by step two, where it is important that the military leader identifies the 
core of the issue at hand and separates it from the symptoms to prevent him 
or her from focusing on the symptoms and not the problem itself. 

Step three refers to possible actions that the military leader can take. He or 
she can take either a direct or an indirect approach. A direct approach would, 
for example, be to refer to the code of conduct or request an audience with 
a senior person (Chief of the SANDF or even the President as Commander-
in-Chief). It is worth mentioning that if there is disharmony between civilian 
and military values, the code of conduct can be used as guideline to ensure, 
for example, that military leaders maintain strict political neutrality in their 
behaviour. Alternatively, an indirect approach can be followed, such as ad-
dressing higher authority, leaking the story to a trusted journalist or politi-
cian, and lastly dragging one’s feet in executing this order. The last-mentioned 
tactic is also referred to as “slow rolling” in military jargon.81 Another way of 
taking action is first to ask that any verbal instruction be given in writing and 
then start from step one again. 

If at any time the military leader really feels that he or she is pushed beyond 
the limits of his or her endurance, he or she can write a letter of resignation. 
After resignation, the military leader may decide to go public by speaking to 
the media.82 Although resignation may be the ultimate option, it is recom-
mended that he or she first take other steps prior to resignation. On the one 
hand, these steps may persuade the issuer of the order to reconsider it or it 
may draw the attention of the legislature to the issue. On the other, the action 
may be only symbolic, having no effect on the decision. 83

Step four is evaluating the possible actions that the military leader can con-
sider against the standards of: military professionalism, CMR, the implied 
“oath” taken when commissioned as an officer, the code of conduct and 
whether it is a lawful or unlawful command or instruction. In this step, mili-
tary leaders can consider how their decisions could affect the morale of their 
subordinates if they, for example, opt for public defiance. It might have a neg-
ative effect on their morale or cause subordinates to lose confidence during a 
critical time without really changing the course of events. Even if the leader 
resigns, he or she must consider the effect. He or she must consider whether 
resignation will cause a stir sufficient to avert the feared consequences, or 
whether it is more likely that he or she would be replaced by someone who 
would carry out the order, possibly in a manner that could cause even greater 
harm.84 Furthermore, in the profession of an officer, which values integrity 
and moral courage, it is difficult to justify some of these deceptive approaches 
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to dissent. Milburn85 views open dissent as an act of professionalism, carry-
ing with it acceptance of personal responsibility, while slow-rolling reflects 
vanity without moral courage. These actions can cloud rather than clarifiy 
questions about the issues at hand and can discredit the military profession.

In step five the military leader decides on the action to take. They must con-
sider that by taking an open stand, he or she displays the courage of his or her 
convictions, but also implicitly accepts personal consequences for his or her 
decision, whether right or wrong. It is thus important for the military leader 
to consider what would be the best thing to do. As a control mechanism, it is 
suggested that if the military leader is still uncertain or wants to get another 
perspective, he or she should first consult a peer or mentor to find out what 
they would suggest. It is important to note that, ultimately, taking the deci-
sion lies with the military leader personally. In the last step of the proposed 
decision-making model, after the action has been taken, the military leader 
will have an opportunity to reflect on it based on the outcome. They can learn 
from this so that they can act more swiftly in the future or can act as mentors 
to younger leaders as they mature as military leaders.

From the proposed model it is clear that in order to make a decision on the 
appropriate action to take, the military leader will go through a process in 
which he or she is provided with a number of choices or alternatives. Al-
though this is an untested model and process, it is postulated that such a 
model will at least provide the military leader with a framework for address-
ing issues of obeying or dissenting with which he or she may be confronted.

thE statE’s REsPonsibiLity
The state has an important role to play in positively affecting CMR. In South 
Africa, the state should ensure that the relationship between the state, the 
military and the society is exercised as embedded and mandated in the South 
African Constitution and the Bill of Rights. The RSA Constitution clearly out-
lines the hierarchy in military matters.86 The nature of the relation between 
the armed forces and civilian authority is thus determined by the nature of 
the state.

Furthermore, government should implement what is clearly stated in the 
South African Defence Review 2014 and, through comprehensive ministerial 
instructions, guidelines, and initiatives, develop a culture of military profes-
sionalism at all levels in the SANDF.87 In this way, care can be taken to ensure 
that the military does not get involved in the internal affairs of the country, 
as this will likely lead to undermining its image and losing its credibility. It 
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is also likely to lead to the “politicizing” of the military if it is used against 
its own people or to drive party-political (i.e., regime) agendas.88 This would 
cause dissonance in the heart of the professional soldier (especially the career 
officer as military leader), who opted for the military in order to serve the 
state and not the regime or individuals with their own agendas.

Furthermore, the state needs to create a sense of stability in government.  
Olsen observes that the increased instability of the various governments 
of the Third and Fourth French Republics and their subsequent lack of  
civilian control over the military contributed to the General’s Putsch.89 The 
subsequent behaviour of the military in France since 1958 tends to support 
the theory that a firm, well-rooted governmental authority, buttressed by a 
general belief within the civilian population in the legitimacy of the existing 
government, is the strongest single deterrent to military disobedience and 
revolt.90 This emphasizes that government has to ensure there is no reason for 
military leaders to doubt it and its leaders’ legitimacy.

Proper delegation of power to military leaders should be based on an align-
ment between government policy and the military. This prevents indeci-
siveness from civilian governmental authority and a clash between military 
interests and government policies. Ambler refers to the General’s Putsch, 
where there was a combination of the faltering of the civilian governmental 
authority and military interests clashing with government policies.91 If this is 
not addressed, delegating authority might have dangerous consequences for 
civilian control.92 Lack of clarity on this matter can cause military leaders to 
create an ideology to guide and justify their cause, as in the case in Algiers 
where “they determined to save France despite herself.”93

ConCLusion
From the current situation in South Africa and the two case studies present-
ed, it is clear that military leaders can find themselves in difficult situations 
should they differ from their political leader. This is especially true if the 
leader is required to do something that does not seem ethically or morally 
correct. Military leaders can revert to a number of references to give them 
guidance on their conduct. These include the Constitution, aspects of CMR, 
military professionalism, and the code of conduct. It can also be concluded 
that a military leader has grounds for dissent when faced with a moral di-
lemma. They also have an ethical code of conduct, the perspective of military 
professionalism, and military law that give them the duty to disobey. The 
challenge for the leader is that these situations are not always clear-cut. 
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