
 

Course Spanning Task

Submitted by

Alex Rodriguez

LSAL 5643  US Military Leadership

College of Liberal Studies

The University of Oklahoma

to

Dr Steven Gullberg

July 28, 2013

Running head: Military/Civilian leadership ! 1



 “Leadership” as a term and a concept covers a wide array of descriptors. In fact what 

makes a “good” leader can vary so much from organization to organization that one could begin 

to wonder whether or not the same topic is still being discussed. The qualities that make a good 

leader are more often than not contingent upon the needs of the organization. Where one 

organization may require a leader to be a technical expert in all aspects of that particular 

organizations’ trade, another organization may prefer its leaders to come from outside the 

industry, having no fore knowledge at all about that particular paradigm. Regardless of the 

specific enterprise an organization specializes in, leadership is more often than not a highly 

valued commodity. The demands placed upon the men and women of the armed forces explicitly 

require good leadership as well as good follower-ship. How then can a former service-member 

expect to be able to translate the skills that he/she learned in the military to life in the civilian 

sector? Are there similarities between leadership methods of the military and civilian life as a 

whole, or do the different specialized areas of civilian life each present their own unique 

demands, some more readily translatable to veterans than others? The focus of this paper will be 

examining how different forms of leadership learned in the military can be applied to unique 

areas of civilian life, spanning from corporate boardrooms to the leadership of volunteer 

organizations. 

 A particularly noteworthy concept regarding this topic is that of understanding the 

breadth of possibilities and professions that are covered under the blanket term “military 

leadership”. For centuries military service was built exclusively around combat--armies of 

thousands of soldiers with the sole purpose of fighting the battles ordered by their nations. The 
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modern American military is of a different sort. While the primary objective of all military 

branches is still to fight the United States’ battles, combat is not the primary occupation for a 

majority of the armed forces (Chambers II, 2000). This is perhaps best summarized by the 

Marine Corps mantra of “Every Marine a rifleman”, a creed that is engrained in all Marine 

recruits at basic training (Keane, 2012). The explicit statement of that belief -- the belief that 

every man and woman who wears the uniform of a marine should be able at any moment to pick 

up a rifle and engage in combat, exemplifies the uniqueness of the Marine Corps, as well as the 

reality that not every person serving in the armed forces is trained for the sole purpose of combat. 

Indeed the vast majority of military career fields are not directly related to combat, but rather to 

smaller more specified support roles. This means that the majority of service-members are 

learning skills in fields that can directly be applied to the civilian world, skills such as 

information technology, maintenance, medical professions, law, or administration. This is an 

important concept to bear in mind as the transferability of military leadership lessons to civilian 

life is examined. 

 

Military Leadership and Business Executives

 The term “business executive” can have as varied a meaning as that of “military 

leadership”. An executive from a large company may share little in common with an executive 

from a small company, yet the overall responsibilities are more than likely synonymous. A lead 

executive in a corporation is charged with leading that organization towards their stated goal -- 

more often than not that goal is the accumulation of profit. The dynamics of corporations and 
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how an executive manages those dynamics is critical to the success or failure of that executive 

and the company. 

 In large corporations, there is likely to be a Chief Executive Officer who is answerable to 

a board of directors. This is not dissimilar to a military leader, who may be in command of a 

large group, yet is still subordinate to a larger authoritative group or in some cases to a singular 

commander. If a business executive can effectively turn a board of directors into more of a team 

unit rather than a group of individuals, the executive will both be able to lead the corporation 

forward with the full support of that board, as well as turn a potential conflict into a valued asset. 

Indeed, the concept of using a board of directors as a team is a theory that has gained traction in 

the study of corporate leadership (Vandewaerde, Voordeckers, Lambrechts & Bammens, 2011). 

However, the execution of this team building dynamic is far more difficult, given the potential 

personalities and hierarchical status of the people who make up the board. An executive in this 

situation must be able to aptly handle multiple viewpoints and strong personalities, as an 

individual who has risen to a position on a board of directors is likely to have been a person who 

was highly successful in their own right. Each member of a board of directors is likely in charge 

of a broad spectrum of responsibilities within the company, and as such are accustomed to being 

treated with the appropriate level of respect due to a senior leader. People who are accustomed to 

being treated with the utmost authoritative respect are not likely to openly embrace setting aside 

their authority in favor of being part of a team (Vandewaerde et. al. 2011). The challenge of the 

Executive is to find a way to both show the appropriate respect due to a senior leader who has 

achieved a great deal of success in his/her specified field, and to then motivate that person to set 
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aside personal ambition for the betterment of the board and by extension, the betterment of the 

company. 

 In the same manner, modern military commanders must be able to form strong team 

bonds, both among leaders and followers. If there is a sense of shared responsibility amongst a 

team, that team is far more likely to succeed and to carry out their assignments with the greatest 

fervor possible (Vandewaerde et. al. 2011). These teams are often filled with dynamic 

personalities -- the military is a melting pot of American society, with people from all different 

backgrounds coming together to accomplish a single mission. For military units that engage in 

combat operations, trust and unit cohesion is an absolute necessity, and the creation of that 

stability comes directly from the leader (Campbell, Hannah & Matthews, 2010). In order for 

combat leaders to be effective, it is essential that they be able to cut through the “fog of war”, or 

rather to be able to provide clear leadership despite a chaotic and uncertain situation. Essentially, 

a military leader must be able to provide strong, directive leadership even in the most chaotic of 

situations(Yeakey, 2002). This “fog of war” concept refers to the chaos that ensues when a unit 

comes under fire, and all the planning and preparation for whatever operation that was being 

executed is suddenly thrown out the window, and the leader must be able to bring the unit back 

into order. 

 From the perspective of transferring leadership styles, the ability to reduce uncertainty 

and build strong team bonds despite uncertain circumstances is critical both to the military and to 

civilian life. While a corporate executive is unlikely to lead a board of directors into a combat 

zone, the uncertainty that is ever present in business is one that can lead both the board of 

directors and the employees of the company into disarray. An experienced military leader should 
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be able to understand the needs of the unit and the organization during chaotic times and be able 

to provide clear leadership (Campbell et. al. 2010). 

Elected Officials

 If the American population was to choose one group of people they felt more 

disconnected from than a business executive, chances are high that elected officials would be at 

the top of that list. However, the United States has seen its share of former military members 

make the transition from military service to the world of politics. Most notably is President 

Dwight D. Eisenhower, who had been the Supreme Allied Commander during World War II 

before being elected to the Oval Office (Millett, Maslowski & Feis, 2012). 

 On the surface there seem to be few similarities between elected officials, especially at 

the higher levels of government, and the “boots on the ground” of the military,especially given 

the innumerable differences in the mentality required for these two separate enterprises. However 

a further deconstruction of the nature of the two occupations reveals some important similarities, 

specifically the inherent distrust a large group of followers can have for a new leader. In the 

military a small group of officers are placed in command of the larger enlisted force, often times 

placing young inexperienced officers in command of older enlisted personnel who have a great 

deal more experience. It is the job of the officer to earn the trust of the followers, utilizing 

innovation, resourcefulness, and keeping the best interests of his/her subordinates in mind at all 

times (Bering, 2011). Subordinates must be able to have faith in those officers who are appointed 

over them, in much the same way that the populace has to be able to have faith in the officials 

who are elected to represent them. 
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 If a leader is not actively engaged in the well being of the organization or of his/her 

followers, or rather if the leader is adopting a more Laissez-faire style of leadership (or lack of 

leaderhship), there is a high possibility that the followers will lose satisfaction both with their 

job, and lose faith in the competence and capabilities of the leader (Zineldin and Hytter, 2011). 

This is especially dangerous in the military, where a lack of leadership and a lack of 

accountability can quickly spread through the ranks of the unit, leading to an increase in disorder 

and a lack of discipline (Zineldin and Hytter, 2012). In the same manner, if a group of citizens 

elects an official to represent them, and that official then shows little to no motivation or 

leadership in the execution of his/her duties, then that official’s constituents are likely to grow 

more frustrated and dissatisfied.  If a person leaves the military with a firm understanding of the 

nature of instilling confidence in followers then that person will have a definite advantage in the 

political arena. Maintaining accountability for the actions of the organization, as well as a 

leaders’ own ability to adhere to his/her word will aid in proving the accountability of the leader 

and what level of confidence followers can reasonably expect to place in them (Cojocar, 2011). 

Government/Civil Service Managers

 Another change in the military over the last half century is the rise in the number of 

civilian employees used to augment the active and reserve forces. Often civilian positions are 

created to provide continuity in order to compensate for the rapid turnover in military members. 

Military leaders will most likely at some point in their careers have civilian employees that they 
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will supervise, and will therefore have to learn the intricacies of the civil service union, as well 

as the regulations that govern the work conditions for civil employees. 

 Managers and administrators need to be able to set a positive and consistent example for 

employees. This is especially true when it comes to managing people working for the 

government. The very nature of working for “The United States Government” brings with it 

added pressures and a magnifying glass that can easily turn any mishandling of ethical matters 

into a national story (Duden, 2011). Former military members are acutely accustomed to this 

added pressure, as their actions often occur in foreign countries while wearing the flag of the 

United States on their uniform. 

 Ethical scandals have rocked the military before, and with the promulgation of social 

media, there is an even greater that an impropriety will not be able to go unnoticed. The abuses at 

the Abu Graib prison brought the importance of ethics in all situations to light in an extreme way. 

Coming out of that scandal was the very clear belief of the American people that extreme 

circumstances do not allow for abuses of power, and that ethics must be practiced in all exercises 

(Mastroianni, 2011). In order to act effectively as a manger of government employees, leaders 

must be able to adhere to ethical standards, as well as hold their subordinates to those standards. 

Often times holding an employee accountable for failure to adhere to standards leads to conflict, 

and conflict is more often than not something that people seek to avoid. However, a leader must 

be able to both discipline an employee not adhering to standards, as well as reward those who 

are, thereby fostering an environment conducive to ethical behavior (Rubin, Dierdorff & Brown, 

2010). 
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 Ultimately the strict adherence and upholding of standards required of government 

managers plays directly into the strengths of an established military leader. The military places a 

great emphasis on the observance of customs and courtesies with regards to hierarchy, as well as 

positively representing the United States in interpersonal interactions, thereby requiring leaders 

to maintain accountability of their personnel for the same standard. 

Not for Profit/Volunteer Organizations

 

 A not for profit, or volunteer organization presents a unique opportunity to examine the 

transferability of military leadership. Whereas for profit organizations usually have very defined 

and measurable goals -- i.e. produce enough profits to maintain the viability of the organization 

-- an organization that does not have a bottom line measurement presents a leader with an 

interesting challenge; how to determine the success or failure of the organization? 

 The goals of a not for profit organization will depend greatly upon the purpose of that 

organization. The leader’s responsibility is to effectively communicate the goals of that 

organization. Essential to the leadership of a not for profit organization is being able to adapt to 

changing circumstances -- altering the methods and goals of the organization to better meet the 

needs of the associated clientele. Military leadership complements this requirement, as 

leadership occurs in a constantly changing environment, necessitating leaders who can quickly 

analyze and adjust a given path based on the abilities of the team and the demands of the 

situation (Cojocar, 2011). 
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 In addition to adaptable leadership, a volunteer organization would benefit from a 

charismatic or ‘transformational’ leader (Eid, Johnsen, Brun, & Laberg, 2004). This style of 

leadership involves leaders who can effectively communicate a vision to followers and more 

importantly, motivate a team to take actions above and beyond the sole interests of the team, and 

to look instead at working towards the greater good of the organization and the goal that is trying 

to be attained (Groves and LaRocca, 2011). Since volunteering is dependent entirely upon the 

willingness and motivation of those who have given their time freely, a leader who can motivate 

those people to extend themselves beyond self-serving goals, or merely meeting a stated goal, 

would be of particular value. Transformational leadership as a concept is one that has not been 

explicitly defined in military doctrine, yet can be inferred by the emphasis placed on the creation 

of leaders within sub-units. While military units are headed by an officer who will be further 

aided by Non-commissioned officers, the bulk of the force will be young enlisted personnel. The 

goal of any military leader should be to groom those young enlisted troops to become leaders 

themselves, both for the betterment of their careers and for the good of the unit, providing more 

decision capable people. With this in mind, it is reasonable to postulate that a military leader who 

has been able to effectively create a team that consistently performs beyond the specified norms, 

could excel in a similar position of leadership for a volunteer organization. 

Entrepreneurial Businesses

 

 An entrepreneurial venture is perhaps one of the riskiest that a person can undertake. The 

success of the organization is far from assured and will depend on a multitude of variables. Aside 
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from the actual purpose or service that the business is offering, the management of the 

organization is going to be key to determining whether the organization survives, flourishes, or 

collapses. For someone who is seeking to create their own business from the ground up, the 

experience of a seasoned military leader could greatly benefit the chances of success for the new 

company. 

 The challenges of creating a brand new company could be viewed as the compilation of 

all the challenges of the previously discussed areas of civilian life. A new organization is without 

a predefined hierarchy, necessitating a strong personality that can establish the tenor of the 

organization at the highest levels. Additionally, a new organization and its founder will be tasked 

with earning the trust and faith of not only potential clients, but prospective employees. Signing 

on with a brand new company is not an easy sell for someone looking for a steady and stable 

income. In order to attract top talent to the organization, a leader must be able to adequately and 

competently communicate the goals and ethical pillars of the organization, upon which the 

potential employee will be able to ground themselves. Earning the faith and trust of talented 

employees will be a critical step in the building of a new organization. 

 All of the above challenges ultimately rely on the qualities and characteristics of the 

leader of the organization. In an entrepreneurial venture more than in any other organization, the 

leader is presented with the opportunity to wholly create the environment and set the standards 

by which the organization will operate. The policies that are created and the managers who are 

hired to uphold those standards will directly define the organization, both in the competitive 

business market, as well as determine how the organization is to be viewed by the community.
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 Military leaders are acutely accustomed to this type of responsibility. The constantly 

changing nature of the military profession fosters a dynamic environment across all levels. Any 

unit can expect to see a significant change in leadership every two to three years if not sooner 

(Lyons, Swindler & Offner, 2009). This constant turnover of leadership and personnel allows 

new leaders to craft the organizational environment into whatever form the leader sees fit. 

 A study performed by Johnson and Hill (2009) sought to determine the qualities that 

make up successful military leaders. Among the qualities that were identified, were the qualities 

of extraversion and personality. Extraversion is of particular interest to the creation of an 

entrepreneurial enterprise, since this new organization will require the support of numerous 

outside entities. Military leaders high in extraversion tend to find success for their abilities to 

coordinate the needs of their unit with other agencies -- a skill that would be put to great use for a 

new business. Determining a leaders personality is a more challenging task to quantify, as 

personality can range from pure emotional makeup, to the manner in which a leader chooses to 

express him/herself with subordinates and superiors alike. For the founder of the new company, 

accurately judging the personality of a potential manager is paramount, as this personality is 

likely to be reflected in the followers who are placed under the prospective manager. 

 Ultimately, the experiences and leadership training that are afforded to military members 

could play a crucial role in aiding the success of a new business. 

Conclusions
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 The United States military has become perhaps the most diverse and complex 

organization on the face of the planet. Every military installation is designed to function as a self 

contained city, providing its own security, infrastructure, and leadership. The Profession of Arms 

has evolved from simple hand to hand combat, to a fully functioning society. The standards for 

military members are some of the highest in American society, with each member expected to 

adhere to personal conduct policies, as well as to pursue personal improvement in a multitude of 

arenas. Due to these requirements and the competitive nature of military advancement, there are 

few areas of civilian life where a military member, especially a successful one, would not be 

prepared to serve. 

 The military can produce people who have not only technical skills and abilities, but the 

more important ability to learn and adapt to changing environments and situations. Those who 

are charged with leading the front line technicians and soldiers must possess a diverse skill set 

with regards to leadership and technical knowledge. An officer in particular is seldom expected 

to be the expert in whatever field they are working, but are expected to be knowledgable enough 

to provide adequate leadership in the face of conflict. The skills required and cultivated by the 

military make former service-members ideal candidates in all aspects of civilian life. 
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