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1. Introduction

The armed forces of the countries that have joined and join 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization undergo transforma-
tions, whose goal is to improve their alignment with the gen-
eral requirements of allied interoperability. These transforma-
tions concern not only military equipment, but also patterns 
that are related to the personnel image of the armed forces; 
they are necessary to create an adequate level of military 
security. 

One of the important elements of the social transforma-
tion of the armed forces is the evolution of military leadership 
and its integration in command. In the modern model of the 

armed forces, leadership is intended to be a determinant not 
only of interpersonal relations, but also organizational culture 
and the atmosphere of service and work. At the same time, it 
does not undermine the principle of single-person command 
and does not interfere with the hierarchal nature of military 
organizations.

Such a formulated objective can be achieved by carrying 
out multifaceted actions in terms of full implementation of the 
goal combined with the building of a culture of military lead-
ership. However, the scope of these actions differ in various 
NATO member countries. The best solutions are comprehen-
sive leadership models that cover all relevant organizational, 
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interpersonal, and individual aspects. Polish efforts to devel-
op military leadership have also been developed. However, 
as it is demonstrated by the 2018 extensive analysis of the 
Polish armed forces (RKP, 2018) the undertaken actions are 
far from the best NATO practices and models. These mod-
els, based on the achievements of management theories, 
point to a path that can be followed in order to create out of 
military leadership an organizational phenomenon that has 
the capability to affect the level of military security of the state 
and the Alliance as a whole.

The considerations presented in this paper are based on 
the results of the already mentioned analysis, in which the 
author participated as an expert and a member of the design 
team, as well as the author’s qualitative comparative studies 
on military leadership models in NATO. The generalized re-
sults of this analysis and the research carried out focus on 
the most important aspects of leadership that determine its 
image and quality, and indirectly influence the level of military 
security in both the national and NATO context.

2. Leadership Philosophy

Military leadership in NATO countries is not based on uniform 
assumptions. National armed forces, when developing their 
own solutions, often rely on domestic management theories. 
However, the common denominator of the approach to lead-
ership as a element that shapes military security treats it, as 
the Canadian Military Doctrine puts it, “as an important mor-
al factor of the military power” (JDB, 2009, p. 3–4), or as the 
British Army (APD, 2010, p. 2.2.) or Dutch Army (NDD, 2005, 
p. 50) see it, namely, as a part of the moral component of the 

combat force. This approach can also be much broader, as 
can be seen in the views expressed by the command of the 
American armed forces, where leadership is not only associ-
ated with morale, but is additionally a multiplication component 
that unifies other elements of combat power (Operation, 2011, 
p. 4–1.). Therefore, leadership in a number of NATO member 
states armies is not merely a relationship between the leader 
and their supporters, but it is also, from the perspective of mili-
tary organization, a relevant phenomenon that is often referred 
to as “the lifeblood of an army” (DL, 2012, p. 1).

This approach to leadership is based on the generally as-
sumed standpoint that success in combat depends on peo-
ple more than on the best equipment or tactics. Moreover, 
effective leadership, as characterized by the British armed 
forces, is the externalization of personalities and objectives 
of the activities carried out (DL, 2012, p. 5) which, when di-
rected towards people and situations, will ensure victory in 
the most demanding circumstances. At the same time, the 
basis of military leadership is a collection of moral values 
that are quite similar to those of many NATO member states, 
which is demonstrated in Table 1.

The proposed solutions recognize that the sound and au-
thentic moral values, adopted as the basis of the leadership of 
all military leaders, are intended to make that leadership mor-
al, fair, and accepted by the collective of soldiers and civilian 
personnel at different levels of command of the armed forces. 
However, the pursuit to base military leadership on the com-
monly adopted values and moral principles should bring forth 
the realization that both the leaders and their supporters can 
interpret specific values, moral standards, or sets of norms 
differently. Justice, honesty, equality, and responsibility can 

Table 1. The Fundamental Moral Values of the Selected NATO Armed Forces  

Canada United Kingdom U.S.A. Germany Poland

courage courage personal courage courage courage

duty selfless engagement selfless service allegiance and 
conscientiousness patriotism

loyalty loyalty loyalty camaraderie and tactfulness vocational
solidarity

discipline obligation discipline responsibility

 respect for others respect dignity

integrity integrity honor honor

  honesty honesty and tolerance honesty

   openness to other cultures prudence

justice

competency and willingness
to learn bravery

righteousness in relation to
to oneself and other truthfulness

Source: Based on (DWH, 2006, p. 16 & next); (APD, 2010, pp. 2-19-2-22); (IF, 2008,  paragraph 102), (KHZZ, 2008).  
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have divergent interpretations, even among people with high 
moral standards. Therefore, extensive explanations, which 
are included in the best solutions, are needed because they 
introduce proper interpretation schemes.

Still, the adopted standpoints do not overestimate these 
values. It is recognized that even the best set of values is 
only a necessary, but insufficient condition for effective mili-
tary leadership. The rightness of the act depends as well on 
the person, time and place, the nature of the environment, 
the participating people, the resources used, and many other 
factors. This is particularly important in military leadership at 
higher organization levels, where ethical choices are much 
more complicated and difficult to make. That is why other 
areas of transformation are also important, including compre-
hensive organizational solutions and appropriate educational 
and training models to improve the skills of military leaders at 
different levels of organization. 

3. Organizational Solutions

Comprehensive models of military leadership, as in the case 
of most leadership theories, pay special attention to the impor-
tance of dynamic relationships between the leader, supporters, 
and the situation, including the factor of various elements that 
strengthen or weaken the leader’s authority. The consequence 
of this approach is the emphasis on the issue of the proper se-
lection of candidates for military leaders in the armed forces 
using such models. Real leaders do not appear accidentally, 
but rather on account of a selection process that identifies in-
dividuals who fit the military academies’ programs and training 
centers, and further training based on established criteria.

The eligibility and selection criteria for candidates to partici-
pate in an education program or training are formulated on the 
basis of the general and detailed characteristics of the leader 
the given education form is designed for. An example of the 
general characteristics is the Leadership Requirements Model 
(LRM) (ADP, 2019, p.1–6), which contains the competences 
and attributes of the leader additionally described and ex-
plained in detail (in chapters 2 to 7), so that they are properly 
understood and can be accurately assessed.

On the other hand, the general characteristics are de-
tailed, as in Canadian solutions, with a simplified model of 
leadership based on the system approach. It assumes a num-
ber of relationships between the various factors affecting the 
functioning and influence of the leader. These are four main 
groups of variables in this model, namely, the characteristics 
and behavior of the leader, individual and group factors, sit-
uational factors, and the achieved results. Effective leader-
ship, according to the adopted assumptions, is to be ensured 
by the proper characteristics of the leader, which consists of: 
knowledge and skills, cognitive abilities, social competences, 
individual characteristics, vocational motivation, and adopted 
values. It is the foundation of the developed Leader Devel-
opment Framework (LCF, 2007, p. 150), which differentiates 
four levels of leadership skills necessary to appropriately ful-
fill the leadership role at different organizational levels, as 
shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Framework Model of Leader Development

Source: LCF, 2007, p. 150.

In order to achieve an adequate level of assessment, 
candidates for leaders of various levels must demonstrate 
different capacity ranges in five areas and related to them 16 
attributes characterized in the descriptive part of the model 
(Edwards, Bentley, Walker, 2006, p. 10). Particular capacity 
areas include the following elements:
• expertise, including technical and specialist skills;
• cognitive abilities, including analytic skills, ability to make 

decisions, creativity;
• social skills, including flexibility, interpersonal, team and 

communicative skills;
• ability to change, including self-development, ability to 

form a group, ability to learn and build a learning organ-
ization;

• professional ideology, i.e. acquiring ethos, moral reason-
ing, reliability (LCF, 2007, p. 130).
The Americans use a very similar classification in their 

armed forces, distinguishing five categories of military lead-
ership levels (Riley et al., 2013, p. 5), ranked according to 
the level of capability and opinion achieved in the assessed 
areas, as presented in Table 2.

Each of these categories is described in detail (Riley et 
al., 2013, p. 7 & n.), including proper indicators and their 
measurements, which provide an adequate assessment of 
individual efficiency and in relation to the particular organiza-
tional levels. Moreover, each category is enriched by specific 
saturation conditions that are treated as additional variables.

Due to the transformation of organizational structures and 
the new challenges faced by the armed forces, more and more 
attention is paid to leadership concepts in the functioning of 
the leader in various teams at every organizational level. At the 
same time, at the level of command, where there is a need for 
cooperation between lieutenants and officers, the relationship 
between the commander and the senior non-commissioned 
officer that ensures the building of the right image and good 
level of leadership is an element that is strongly emphasized 
as is the case in Canadian (Banks, 2006, p. 3), English, or 
American solutions. This approach stems from experiences 
from contemporary conflicts, which have shown that the rank 
of non-commissioned officers has increased not only as direct 
leaders of different levels, but also as leaders whose action 
can affect achieving goals at a much higher level, including 
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the strategic ones (English, 2006, p. 48). Therefore, there 
are solutions that indicate the need to jointly train officers and 
non-commissioned officers at the proper levels of leadership 
in order to provide the opportunity to learn how to be flexible 
in terms of style, but hardly follow the rules (Kouzes, Posner, 
2010, p. 47), what is supposed to enable appropriate contact 
with others on an emotional level.

Treating leadership as an organizational phenomenon 
also requires noting that creating effective solutions relat-
ed to selection, competence management, and developing 
leadership skills is conditioned by the adoption of three or-
ganizational leadership levels. This division, currently used 
in many solutions of the Alliance army, and initiated by the 
Americans, is based on the structure of organizational lev-
els found in management theory and specifies the following 
types of leadership:
• direct leadership – related to constant, direct contact and 

influencing leaders – typical for the commanders of the 
squad-company level, and often battalion, as well as the 
superiors in relation to the group of direct associates;

• organizational leadership – related to influencing on the 
organization (structure) indirectly through direct leaders, 
and a group of direct associates – typical at the level of 
regiments, brigades, divisions and corps, as well as in 
staff positions;

• strategic leadership – related to influencing by establish-
ing objectives, standards, and various concepts for the 
whole organization – typical of the military executives.
This division is also of great importance for shaping mili-

tary security by classifying and preparing potential units that 
can have a significant impact on it. 

Leadership transformations also include building national 
structures responsible for creating and improving assump-
tions, as well as educating and training leaders at all levels. 
In the German army, such a solution was established in 1956 
in the form of a school, and then a center – Zentrum Innere 
Führung in Koblenz. The Center is an active creator of lead-
ership objectives, and an institution that is responsible for ed-
ucation and training in that field, as well as organizing various 
courses. The Center is also the implementer of new solutions 
in the area of shaping leadership skills.. 

The Center for the Army Profession and Leadership (CA-
PL)1 is currently playing a similar role in the U.S. military. 

1 It is part of The U.S. Army Combined Arms Center in Fort Leavenworth 
Kansas and has been operating since April 2019. 

The Center develops doctrines and leadership development 
programs at different levels; it conducts research on require-
ments, developmental trends, improvement of capabilities 
and skills necessary for effective leadership. Furthermore, it 
develops other products and services used in the education 
of leadership candidates and creates new resources for the 
e-learning system with materials on leadership.

In contrast, in the British Army, the institution that focuses 
on leadership issues, the Defence Leadership Centre, estab-
lished in 2002, operates as part of the Defence Academy of 
the United Kingdom in Shrivenham. The center deals with 
the educational aspect of leadership and supports various 
research projects that refer not only to the definition of its 
framework, but also tries to identify the fundamental differ-
ences between leadership and command or management in 
the military environment. 

Of course, also at the NATO level, due to the rank attrib-
uted to leadership and its impact on military security, there 
are actions taken to institutionalize leadership. 

Another organizational aspect of leadership, the impor-
tance of which has been significantly increasing in recent 
years is the culture of leadership. It stems from the fact that 
there is a similar interaction between leadership and organ-
izational culture as between the leader and the ones who 
follow them, i.e., a mutual influence that determines both the 
form of leadership and behavior of the leader, as well as the 
shape of the organizational culture. At the same time, the 
leader often becomes, as E.H. Schein points out, a kind of 
animator of organizational culture in organizations that are 
created from scratch or have undergone significant reorgan-
ization changes. Then it is the leader’s values, principles, 
behaviors, and rituals they have initiated that can significant-
ly create the basics of the organizational culture (Schein, 
1997, p. 82). Leaders with strong authority, thanks to their 
actions, adopted and conveyed values, behaviors, as well as 
the methods of conduct shape their followers, and indirectly, 
forge the culture of leadership in the community. Such a cre-
ated culture of leadership demonstrates several important 
features, among which there are:
• an organizational climate conducive to unity, cohesion, 

and trust;
• promotion and rewarding mental skills of individuals and 

their ability to break with established paradigms and em-
ploy new solutions;

• choosing and rewarding leaders who have clear priorities 
and are focused on a specific mission; 

Table 2. Categories of Leadership Levels and Their Description

Exceptional leaders Demonstrate excellence in leadership

High-performing leaders Demonstrate very effective leadership; generally exceed basic expectations

Proficient leaders Demonstrate sound leadership; generally meet basic expectations

Low-performing leaders Have potential for improvement; strive toward basic expectations, but are still learning

Non-performing leaders Have questionable potential for improvement; failing to meet most basic expectations

Source: Riley et al., 2013, p. 5.
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• requiring and rewarding the transfer of responsibility by 
leaders;

• providing support to individuals and leaders using emerg-
ing opportunities.
However, the development of such a culture will not hap-

pen spontaneously, because it is initiated by properly pre-
pared top-level leaders who understand and convey a clear 
vision of creating a working environment that will attract the 
staff sharing the same values. Still, despite the great con-
sistency of the military environment in creating a culture of 
leadership, cultural differences must also be taken into ac-
count. These difference are manifested with the meaning giv-
en to the attributes that refer to particular people, e.g., a pilot, 
ship’s captain, commando, tank soldier, artillery officer, as 
well as their distinctive attributes. They should be also seen 
between the personal corps and in all kinds of armed forc-
es and troops. It means that only an adequate understand-
ing and use of these differences, based on the knowledge 
gained by the leaders during their education and training, can 
result in a culture of leadership that has the power to trans-
form the level of military security.

4. The Education and Improvement of Leaders

Effective education and teaching strategies are an essential 
element of military leadership models. They arose, like cur-
rent leadership concepts, in a number of NATO armies at 
the end of the last and the beginning of the present century. 
They are based on the assumption that the development of 
the leader must cover all functional groups and components, 
and is continued from the moment of candidacy until the end 
of military service.

In comprehensive models of leadership, it is assumed 
that leaders “are developed through the career-long syn-
thesis of the training, education, and experiences acquired 
through opportunities in the institutional, operational, and 
self-development domains” (ATDL, 2017, p. 247).

The current training challenge, in terms of military leader-
ship, seems to be the optimization, synchronization, and sup-
port of education at military universities and training centers, 
in military units, and self-development that ensure the prepa-
ration of leaders at all levels capable of responding in vari-
ous military operations. Therefore, the training of leaders in 
the currently adopted solutions is based on the principle of 
learning through interaction of theory (principles) and prac-
tice (experience), or vice versa, i.e., supported by exercises, 
examples, and case studies, as it is shown in Figure 2. 

Generally speaking, the education and training of leaders 
is now divided into two types, namely:
1. education and training consisting in preparing candidates 

for leadership positions;
2. education and training improving leadership skills during 

the stay with the group they lead.
Although the unification of this element of leadership 

seems crucial, the detailed solutions of the various armies 
of the Alliance are significantly different. This results from 
the diversity of the approach to the education of individual 

personal corps and the traditions associated with the rela-
tionship of the officer and non-commissioned office, which 
are not yet uniform in all NATO armies. It is then an aspect of 
leadership that will be reorganized in many armies over the 
coming years in order to ensure an adequate level of allied 
interoperability.

Mentoring is the last element of improving leadership 
skills. It is becoming increasingly important. Its revival, be-
cause historically it is not a new phenomenon, is intended 
to make leaders reach successive levels of leadership re-
sponsibility better and faster, as well as to increase staff sat-
isfaction. At the same time, as it is known from more than 
20 years of research conducted by J.M. Kouzes and B.Z. 
Posner (Kouzes, Posner, 2008, p. 106), each skill can be 
strengthened, trained, improved if the leader has the moti-
vation, will, and a chance to train and the opportunity to re-
ceive preliminary guidance and feedback that are provided 
by proper mentoring. Therefore, the current approach in 
comprehensive leadership models points out that organiz-
ing counselling sessions on professional development and 
feedback provided by senior leaders can significantly affect 
subordinates in terms of being able to identify one’s own 
strengths and developmental needs, as well as designing 
a development plan as a leader (ADP, 2019, p. 3–6).

Mentoring is also intended to help mentees to identify and 
prepare for the positions that best fit their needs and inter-
ests. Its implementation, although stereotypically perceived 
as the younger-older relationship, can also depend on the 
length of employment, experience, or knowledge, and then 
the younger person can mentor the older one as a field ex-
pert. Mentoring relationships in leadership give both mentors 
and mentees a great opportunity to broaden their skills, not 
only leadership related, but also interpersonal and technical, 
which, especially in senior positions, can have a significant 
impact on military security. Preparation to become a mentor 
requires proper formation. It seems, however, that that need 
is still not recognized enough to commence the education 
and training of leaders in many armed forces. 

The author’s research and analysis carried out in the 
Polish armed forces indicates that intensification is re-
quired in another aspect of the leader’s training, namely in 

Figure 2. Interaction between Theory and Practice during the Process  
of Leader’s Training

Source: Adair, 2007, p. 97.
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self-development. After more than 30 years of research, R. 
Boyatzis (Goleman, Boyatzis, McKee, p. 129 & n.) points out 
that it is an equally important form of improving leadership 
skills as education and training. Self-development, however, 
is possible in organizational conditions conducive to learning 
and improving one’s leadership skills, i.e., with significant 
support from higher-level leaders, who can themselves also 
initiate it through their own example of culture of learning. At 
the same time, it is necessary for the trainees to be aware that 
military leaders must learn on their own, and that it is required 
by the organization, which will also take this aspect into ac-
count in the individual assessment of the level of leadership.

5. Conclusion

Leadership in the military environment will be subject to con-
tinued transformations resulting from its role as a component 
of functional operational capabilities and a multifaceted or-
ganizational phenomenon. In the armed forces, as well as in 
other areas of life, the basis of these transformations is main-
ly the progressively higher awareness of the participants on 
the relationship necessary to build the position of the leader 
and the virtualization of the functioning of personnel. The lat-
ter problem related to the technological modernization of the 
armed forces will, in particular, force individuals who claim 
to be the leader, at each level, to keep acquiring new skills, 
and use, in their surroundings, solutions to ensure the most 
valuable aspects of leadership, namely, a direct relationship 
between the leader and the ones they lead.

The guidelines and comprehensive leadership models 
created by the Alliance’s leading armed forces are very ex-
tensive. They are there to address the comprehensive or-
ganizational needs necessary for efficient functioning as 
a foundation for military security. That is why they take into 
account various aspects of the functioning of leaders at all 
organizational levels. This is the direction of military leader-
ship transformation, which, if applied in other NATO armies, 
will significantly affect the performance of interoperability. It 
will also shape military security by improving the quality of the 
moral component of the military (combat) of particular armed 
forces. The scientific facts presented demonstrate that this is 
possible if a broader and more comprehensive view of military 
leadership and its impact on the functioning of the armed forc-
es is adopted, and many important aspects of military lead-
ership will be recognized, as well as the possibility of their 
further modification. 

Solutions that seem most important in constituting models 
of military leadership, which is meant to positively influence mili-
tary security, are, i.a., the following aspects: the proper selection 
of candidates for leaders at all levels, a precise definition and 
description of the leadership levels and sets of leadership skills 
for all leadership levels. A coherent framework model for the 
development and improvement of military leaders also seems 
necessary. An important element of support is the creation of 
a culture of leadership and the expansion of mentoring and in-
tensification of self-development shaping the military leaders, 
especially at the operational and strategic levels.

The new challenge for further transformations of mili-
tary leadership are the problems that have occurred during 
contemporary operations, e.g., in counter-insurgency oper-
ations. The valuable conclusions that can be used to modify 
national solutions for military leadership are the experiences 
of the national and allied armies acquired during the opera-
tions in Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya, and Syria. Monitoring civil 
environment solutions that bring about increasingly refined, 
sometimes surprising, solutions to leadership approaches 
also appears to be necessary.
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