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Leadership in the Armed Forces is not an end in itself, only the means to the end. The end is for 
the commander to shape his organization into a tool of the highest quality. It will be organized, 
armed, equipped, supplied, physically competent, skillful in the use of arms and equipment and 
in combat skills, knit together in a team determined to carry out the will of the commander 
regardless of circumstances. 

The basis of successful leadership— confidence and loyalty.  Within the limits of the 
material means given him, the effectiveness of a unit depends to maximum degree on the 
leadership ability and practice of the commander. The military system of discipline is an 
essential foundation, but the extent to which it succeeds in obtaining the best results depends on 
the commander’s own personality. 

Because of national policy and needs, a citizen finds himself in the military forces. At 
this point patriotism, ideology, some degree of understanding of the war or national situation are 
necessary to satisfy him that his nation’s cause is just, or at least necessary. But once in the 
Service he immediately finds himself in situations he would avoid if he could: restrictions, 
discomfort, hardship, danger. He is no longer his own master. All of these troubles are imposed 
on him by the orders of his military commanders.  

Therefore, the commander’s first problem is to win and maintain the maximum 
confidence of his subordinates so that they not only accept as necessary the troubles resulting 
from his orders, but also have a positive faith in his superior competence. Every great 
commander has won the confidence of his subordinates, a confidence that survived even his 
grave military defeats. 

The greatest determination to carry out the will of the commander requires that, beyond 
confidence, there be a personal loyalty to the commander. When this loyalty exists there is an 
inspiration that achieves great results. Napoleon and Lee—and, in modern times, Hitler—
received this kind of loyalty. General MacArthur also received it from those who served close to 
him. 

The commander must win confidence and loyalty by his own acts. No one can do this for 
him; he is on his own right from the start. While he does certain things with the deliberate intent 
of gaining maximum control over his unit, and the maximum effort from it, his acts must 
nevertheless not be a mere front. They must represent the real man under his rank insignia. We 
can fool our superiors from time to time, our colleagues rarely, but our subordinates never. 
 
Confidence 
To inspire confidence the commander must be confident; that is, he must tackle his job with a 
sure hand. He must firmly believe that he can handle the job, seeing obstacles as challenges 
rather than cause for apprehension. He must know that he can understand and analyze his 
problems, making firm decisions, giving clear orders and then forcefully carrying out his will 
despite difficulties.  

One of the best examples of a confident commander who had an immediate tremendous 
effect on the morale and effectiveness of his forces was General Montgomery when he took over 
command of the British Eighth Army in the North African desert in World War II. 



Initial impressions of confidence do not endure unless subsequent events justify that 
confidence. Nothing succeeds like success. 

Self-confidence may or may not be justified. Only that confidence which results from real 
achievement is of value. Sometimes fools in their ignorance rush in where angels fear to tread. 
Only failure can eventuate when there is no real basis for self-confidence. 

On the other hand, one who lacks confidence, even though he is well instructed, is 
doomed to failure. He mistrusts his ability to meet the situation. He doubts his own conclusions. 
He takes counsel of his fears. Every obstacle becomes a dangerous risk. He tends to retreat at the 
first sign of real danger. Such an attitude is infectious, and soon his entire unit will be like him. 

It is clear that the commander should have that character which is willing to accept 
responsibility, to reason out his problems, make decisions and then push them through to 
success. Possessing this basic trait of character, he must then prepare himself intellectually to 
face the tasks that confront the commander. Even the best-equipped man, as far as his basic 
character is concerned, cannot succeed unless he knows his profession. He must possess the 
intelligence to learn, and he must spend time in study of his profession.  

Therefore, if one would be a successful commander, he should have strength of character 
and the urge and intelligence to perfect himself in the knowledge of the military art. Good 
examples of this determination to acquire military knowledge and skill are Napoleon and 
Stonewall Jackson. Montgomery is another illustration. 
 
Loyalty 
To achieve the best results from his soldiers, the commander must have, besides their confidence 
in him, their personal loyalty to him. One thing must be remembered by every commander—
loyalty starts at the top, not at the bottom. If he desires the loyalty of his subordinates, he must 
be loyal to them first. Every soldier is primarily concerned with himself and his own problems. 
The commander must see that each soldier is treated fairly and, to the extent practicable and 
legitimate, assisted in those difficulties which he cannot do much about while in Service. 
Commanders must never forget that even the newest recruit is a person entitled to self-respect 
and ordinary human courtesy. 

This does not mean he is to be pampered. His training should be arduous: The 
commander should demand high standards in everything. Punish deliberate disobedience or 
neglect. Recognize publicly whatever may be praised, although praise should not be 
exaggerated. Encourage progress. The commander should seek to combine in himself the 
functions of coach and quarterback in order to perfect his team. Try to make subordinates 
successful in their jobs, and then give them credit for it. If they do well, the commander also 
does well, and gets credit. Why not spread it around to those who did so much of the work? 
 
Some practical methods 
It is good to assume that people are trying to do their best, or that they think they are. Of course 
this is not always true, but it has the advantage of keeping the commander from being unduly 
suspicious and critical before there is something to be critical about. In this way people soon 
learn that the leader is there to help, not to find fault. 

Insist on full obedience. Never overlook what appears to be a deliberate disobedience or 
neglect of duty. Of course, the penalty has to be appropriate to the offense. One must be sure 



that the apparent disobedience is not the result of ignorance, inexperience or misunderstanding. 
Try to get to the true facts before taking action. Then the culprit knows he is getting his just 
deserts. He will not like it, but there is no sense of resentment because of injustice. Try never to 
speak harshly or critically to an individual in the presence of others. Some need a good bawling 
out—but privately. Avoid public humiliation of an individual unless that is the only thing that 
will influence him. Sometimes one’s own orders are faulty. Then the only fair thing to do is to 
accept the responsibility. To admit a mistake will not lower one’s authority or influence; rather 
the reverse is true. 

After the commander wins his subordinates’ confidence and support, these must be 
preserved. One of the best ways to lose them is to hold on to a subordinate who can improve his 
assignment and get a promotion by leaving the organization. The best policy is to assist to a 
better assignment and promote anyone who deserves it. One’s people should feel that a job well 
done for the present commander will be rewarded by a push up the ladder. Of course, there may 
be a brief need to retain an officer, but he should not be held longer than the situation really 
requires. No one is indispensable, and replacements can almost always pick up quickly where 
their predecessors left off. 

In my experience as an assistant division commander in World War II in Europe, I found 
that the weakest link in the command system was the company officer. There are two reasons 
for this. One was that, generally, these officers were young, inexperienced, inadequately 
prepared and fresh out of civilian life—where there was less need for the strict obedience and 
sense of responsibility for the actions of others that exists in the military forces. The other 
reason was that it is at the company level that orders must be translated into physical action 
involving much discomfort, hardship and danger.  

The natural tendency is to overlook failures to comply with orders, and even to try to 
justify such failures. The result is lack of discipline, with consequent loss of unit effectiveness. 

To overcome this, and train the young officers to accept responsibility, I set up a number 
of simple tactical and administrative rules. These were “musts,” and were so explained to all. 
Whenever I found a soldier violating one of these rules I fined his platoon officer, or company 
commander, whichever seemed to have the direct responsibility in the case. The fines were not 
large, but they were sure and quick (the next payday). The system produced immediate results. 
The word got around, and few were actually fined. Battalion and regimental commanders saw 
that a fine imposed on one of their officers indicated their own supervision had failed 
somewhere. Therefore they tried to improve, too. In this way we not only built a disciplined 
division, but kept rust off of weapons, avoided disease from drinking water from brooks, etc. 

It is essential to make a clear distinction between matters of rule and those of judgment. 
Infractions of rules must be dealt with firmly and quickly. Errors in judgment need correctional 
instruction. When I arrived at an activity, usually unexpected, I first looked for something I 
could recognize as worthy of favorable notice, even if it was only “A” for effort. This done, we 
were on ground of mutual confidence. Then I looked for the mistakes or weaknesses. Usually 
there were a number of these.  

After I knew in my mind what the trouble was and how to correct it, I would ask the 
responsible person simple questions about the matter. These questions were so framed that he 
himself soon discovered the error and applied corrective action. In this way I did not wound his 
ego by telling him he was wrong. By his own thinking he saw a better way to do the thing. He 



was learning by himself and not just because I told him the error and its correction. He had 
achieved something even though he knew I had helped.  

Thus was developed initiative, ability to act without feeling dependent on someone else, 
and the feeling of belonging on the team with me. This system worked with all ranks. 

A commander should spend as much time with the lowest ranks as he can. That is where 
most of the work and the fighting are done. If the people at these levels are doing what he wants, 
then there is no great need to worry about intermediate levels. If the lowest are doing wrong, 
then by tracing back up the chain of command it is easy to see where the problem originates. Of 
course, everybody knows this, but too often we neglect to do it. Further, the higher the 
command the more difficult it is to do this necessary supervision. That means the commander 
must make a special effort to get around. I have found it very easy to discover reasons why one 
should not leave his command post, but, on analysis, the reasons usually do not hold up. 

Every activity of a unit is important and must be done properly. Some things can be 
quickly learned and follow definite patterns. Others, like training in purely military subjects and 
combat techniques, require constant supervision. Therefore, as a commander, I spent most of my 
time giving personal supervision to training and combat activities. 

This meant that my time for checking on administrative activities was limited. Casual 
visits whenever I was in a unit area were not sufficient for proper supervision of administrative 
functions. Therefore, I organized inspection teams in every division general and special staff 
section, and I kept these on the move. When practicable, I visited an activity every month; 
otherwise, every quarter. Records of inspections were kept and transmitted to unit commanders. 
Unsatisfactory or superior conditions were reported immediately to me, and I phoned the unit 
commander of the situation so he would know that I knew what was going on.  

In the case of superior reports, I usually tried to get around to view the situation myself, 
and give public recognition by that action. Unsatisfactory activities were re-inspected the 
following week by the team, and the work had to be satisfactory. If it were not, then I went to 
look at it. I would do this on the first report also, if conditions were bad enough. Nobody liked 
to have me look at something that was unsatisfactory. 

There used to be in vogue a rather unsatisfactory grading system, containing the 
following designations: superior, excellent, very satisfactory, satisfactory, unsatisfactory. After 
my initial inspections, I eliminated the two “satisfactories.” If the activity was not excellent it 
was unsatisfactory. The next step was to eliminate the “excellent,” leaving only two grades, 
“superior” and “unsatisfactory.” At that point the problem was to keep the standard of 
superiority, not allowing it to be lowered. 

In maneuvers and in combat, I took occasion to stress the reasons for success or failure, 
emphasizing the application of basic tactical principles, and devising methods to meet particular 
situations. These instructions were given to regimental and battalion commanders, and there was 
free discussion. Combat principles are applied so as to fit the existing situations. Too often a 
particular action, suitable under certain conditions, would be used in a situation sufficiently 
different to require different methods. Officers must be trained to analyze situations and utilize 
the best methods. This instruction paid off in victories and in conservation of lives. Our soldiers 
learned they were not just being thrown into battle, but were employed in ways to win quickly 
and with relatively light losses. 



An incompetent officer should be eliminated. There is too much at stake to retain such a 
one. However, I fear that too often officers, particularly commanders, are removed simply 
because they do not achieve some prescribed result. Some in higher levels appear to have 
forgotten that the enemy insists on fighting! The only legitimate reasons for getting rid of an 
officer are weaknesses in his basic character or competence. These include habitually poor 
judgment, lack of military sense or knowledge, physical failure, worrying or lack of stability 
under pressure, lack of intelligence, lack of physical or moral courage, failure to maintain 
discipline, unreliability, etc. 

The commander should stay ahead of his subordinates. He should be constantly thinking 
ahead to his objective, whether in training or combat. He seeks ideas, using his imagination. He 
sets the pace for his staff, not sitting back waiting for some staff officer to generate ideas he has 
to accept for want of anything better. The commander should be the spark that keeps the engine 
functioning. 
 
Leadership requirements at higher levels 
There is a real difference in applied leadership at various levels. Tactical and strategic principles 
are the same; soldiers are basically the same; the proper personal attitudes and objectives are the 
same. It is the circumstances that are different and therefore require different application of the 
same basic principles. 

At the company and battalion level the problems are tangible and immediate. The 
commander and his men are face-to-face with them. The commander has a high degree of 
personal contact with his men. Physical courage has its greatest leadership impact. The problems 
are relatively simple, covering small areas, few people and few types of situations—and these 
are very tangible. 

At the higher levels of command it is quite different. While there are fewer opportunities 
to display physical courage, moral courage is a constant requirement. It is impossible to spend 
the desired time with the men at the lowest levels. Therefore, the commander must seek other 
ways to make his influence felt. The problems are greater and more complex. Often, the 
governing factors are relatively intangible. The commander has to see further into the future and 
into space, into the unknown. The purely intellectual element becomes prominent in the higher 
levels of command. Much greater professional knowledge is essential. 

Thus a man may be a good company commander because of his personal influence over 
his soldiers (a natural leader, courageous, physically strong and active) and because his field of 
action is primarily in the physical, tangible and often routine matters. The demands on his moral 
courage and his intellect are not excessive. It is obvious, however, that a fine company 
commander who lacks the urge to prepare himself for high command, or who lacks the basic 
intelligence or the high degree of moral courage required to deal decisively with intangibles will 
fail in higher grades. Military schools may help such a person, but he will never be more than 
just ordinary. Successful command at the higher levels demands an ongoing commitment to 
personal study and reflection. 

I seriously doubt that an officer who has only moderate success as a company 
commander has much chance to be successful as commander in larger units. If he cannot be 
successful in the lesser, why should we expect him to be successful in the greater? 



I think it quite possible that an officer lacking the leadership qualities to be a good 
commander might do much better work as a staff officer. Here, he does not have to command 
others to get the most out of them. Neither does he have to make decisions and accept 
responsibility for them. His schooling and native intelligence may enable him to do a fine staff 
job. I noted many years ago that it was much easier for a regimental adjutant or other staff 
officer to get a good efficiency report than for the best company commander to get an equally 
good report. 
 
Implications for the Christian 
The Christian officer will see that the principles and methods described above are not only 
compatible with his own Christian faith, but should not be difficult to follow for a true believer 
in Christ. Such things as loyalty, diligence, self-preparation, integrity and dependability are all 
necessary to Christian conduct. Firmness and insistence on high standards are both essential to 
the best achievements and fully Christian; our faith is not something for weaklings. The Golden 
Rule is as important and applicable to the work of the Christian military leader as it is to other 
careers. 

Within the limits of his God-given endowments, the Christian officer has every 
advantage in achieving the best results—provided he applies biblical principles to his own life. 
He should know that God has a specific purpose and plan for his life (Ephesians 2:10) and that 
promotions come from God, regardless of any human action connected therewith (Psalm 75:6, 
7). He should rest assured that God oversees his life and career (Matthew 10:28-31; Romans 
8:28; Philippians 4:19; 1 Thessalonians 5:18). Therefore, it is a sin to strive in one’s own 
strength for particular assignments or promotions, or to fret or worry. A fretful Christian 
manifests either a lack of faith in God, or an unwillingness to submit to the will of God as He 
works out His purpose. 

The Christian should not forget that he is the bondslave of the Lord Jesus Christ (Romans 
1:1), Who bought him with His own blood on the cross. Our highest motive should be to glorify 
God (1 Corinthians 6:19, 20; 10:31). If we do this we will be single-minded and able to 
concentrate on the work to be done without being pushed and pulled by worry, fear, envy and 
other concerns that prevent the full use of our abilities. God puts us where He wants us to serve 
Him. He will provide the talent to do whatever task He gives us. He will keep in perfect peace of 
mind one who fully trusts Him, regardless of circumstances (Isaiah 26:3; John 14:27; 
Philippians 4:4-8). 

Finally, in this life the Christian is a witness to the world that Christ saves one from sin 
and transforms his life. Men will scorn our Christian testimony unless our lives exhibit true 
Christian character. Therefore, the Christian officer should strive to be the very best professional 
officer possible within his abilities, and he or she should do this in accord with Christian faith 
and conduct. 
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