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FOREWORD

We enter into military service with the belief that joining the profession of arms means 
being part of something greater than ourselves. Being part of something greater requires 
each member of the profession to grow individually, improving every day to be better. 
This pattern of seeking growth is at the very core of the most successful professionals, 
including their contributions to the profession of arms.

When we join our first unit, we learn the basic and necessary skills required of us to 
contribute immediately to the team. This is not only important for our teammates, who 
count on us, but critical to our intrinsic desire as individuals to believe we are contribut-
ing to something greater. As our journey continues, we evolve into full members of the 
profession of arms, to the point at which we must take responsibility not only for our 
own continued growth but, more importantly, for the growth of others as well. We do 
this as leaders who mentor and coach, not just by our ideas and words but, critically, by 
our deeds.

Commanders must go a step further and develop a framework for the growth and 
development of their subordinates, in addition to continuing to lead by example. That is 
to say, commanders must set the conditions for the team to learn. Commanders use mis-
takes as teaching tools, and they must set conditions for learning that foster risk taking 
(within appropriate bounds) to promote innovation.

We often approach our physical development this way, by practicing reps and sets, 
working to failure, and achieving new personal records. Like physical muscle, moral 
muscle must be built, and it can deteriorate if not exercised. But that moral muscle must 
never atrophy, because the values of the profession represent one way to look at the 
character of its professionals. At the most strategic level, I would say that the American 
people expect us to fight to win—and to win the fight ethically.

Each Service has its own unique core values, but there is some overlap among them; 
what the Services truly have in common is trust as the coin of the realm. Doing the right 
thing is one way we earn trust from our subordinates, peers, and leaders. We place such 
a paramount emphasis on trust because members of the profession of arms are truly 
most effective within high-trust organizations. The actions of the professionals who earn 
the trust of their fellow servicemembers are the way we outwardly display our organi-
zational values, while the character of our professionals in earning that trust is the way 
we measure whether those professionals have evolved and internalized the values of the 
profession—or are behaving only because they are being observed.
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x  ethics and the twenty-first-century military professional

The earning of trust and the demonstrating of character are important internally, 
within the profession, but are most important externally, in earning the trust of the 
American people, which our profession desperately needs if we are to be effective and 
sustaining. We need the trust of the American people to fill our ranks; we want parents 
to feel proud and confident sending their sons and daughters to join us.

All of this points to how critical the relationship is between a profession and its prac-
titioners in the hearts and minds of its people, and with that comes an understanding 
that members of a profession must be loyal to their profession. We readily see evidence 
of this relationship in combat and in times of adversity, so we naturally understand that 
relationship. But we also must ask what the profession owes its professionals.

The profession owes development through growth, challenge, and support. For devel-
opment to occur, we must develop a common language to use in thinking about our 
roles in, and our relationship with, the profession of arms. A common language can help 
strengthen and build the linkages that people make to connect with and understand oth-
ers, and that understanding leads to trust.

This collection of articles helps to serve as a platform to develop our common lan-
guage, and to think deeply about ethics in this young century. I sincerely hope it helps 
you think about what you will write and share that contributes to the advancement of 
the profession—because that is the right thing to do.

Rear Admiral Peg Klein, USN (Ret.)
Dean of the College of Leadership and Ethics

U.S. Naval War College
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INTRODUCTION

For more than a decade there has been a concerted effort in the United States Navy and 
at the Naval War College to strengthen the Navy and the profession of arms. In 2017, 
the Office of the Chief of Naval Operations released the Navy Leader Development 
Framework to provide a Navy-wide structure to support comprehensive and enduring 
leader development. In commitment to the improvement of individual and team compe-
tence and character, each community within the Navy was tasked with developing a plan 
for implementation within that community.

The College has pursued this strengthening of the profession via directed studies, 
curriculum revisions, conferences, the establishment of the College of Operational and 
Strategic Leadership (and now the College of Leadership and Ethics), and publications. 
This volume constitutes part of the last-named effort.

Except for one essay (“Ethics in the U.S. Navy”), the individual writings were pub-
lished originally as articles in the Naval War College Review. They are gathered here to 
enable readers to access them in a single volume. (They are presented in their original 
form, so the authors’ identifications do not reflect current military rank or service 
status.)

Values have consequences. This is true in one’s personal life, and it is true in one’s 
professional life as well. The chapters in this book reflect the renewed emphasis on pro-
fessional ethics that has arisen and taken hold across the branches of the U.S. military in 
the twenty-first century, and notably in the Navy. They provide readers a strong presen-
tation on military ethics. They show that, as with every profession, there are standards 
that must be upheld—and questions that must be asked and answered afresh—whenever 
new policies are implemented and new technologies introduced.

Uniquely, the profession of arms recognizes that its members never can rest on 
the laurels of previous leaders or the victories of prior wars. The nineteenth-century 
Prussian general and military theorist Carl von Clausewitz noted in his classic text Vom 
Kriege (On War) that “theory becomes infinitely more difficult as soon as it touches the 
realm of moral values.” Yet it is precisely when that realm intersects with the experience 
of actual warfare that military professionals are called on to maintain the high level of 
trust given to them by the citizens of their nations. They must be as ethical as they are 
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2  ethics and the twenty-first-century military professional

competent. America’s citizens expect members of the military profession to lead and 
operate with a strong ethical compass. When they do so, they strengthen the nation; 
when they fail to do so, they steer their profession and themselves toward rocks and 
shoals.

Timothy J. Demy, PhD
Professor of Military Ethics
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MORAL, ETHICAL, AND 
PSYCHOLOGICAL PREPARATION OF 
SOLDIERS AND UNITS FOR COMBAT 

Brigadier General H. R. McMaster, U.S. Army 

I want to begin by thanking you for volunteering to serve our nation and humankind in 
time of war. We are engaged, as previous generations were engaged, against enemies who 
pose a great threat to all civilized peoples. As those generations defeated Nazi fascism, 
Japanese imperialism, and communist totalitarianism, we will defeat these enemies, who 
cynically use a perverted interpretation of religion to incite hatred and violence. 

The murder of more than three thousand of our fellow Americans on September 
11, 2001, is etched indelibly in all of our memories. Since those attacks, our nation has 
been at war with those who believe that there are no innocent Americans. It is those of 
you who have volunteered for military service in time of war who will continue to stand 
between terrorists who murder innocents—including children—as they do almost every 
day in places like Afghanistan, Iraq, Pakistan, Somalia, and Yemen—and those whom 
those terrorists would victimize. 

As the recent attempt to commit mass murder on a flight bound for Detroit reminds 
us, battlegrounds overseas are inexorably connected to our own security. Our enemies 
seek to enlist masses of ignorant, disaffected young people with a sophisticated cam-
paign of propaganda and disinformation. They work within and across borders. 

And our fight against this networked movement is unprecedented, for several rea-
sons. It is a new kind of threat because of the enemy’s ability to communicate and mobi-
lize resources globally. Moreover, the enemy employs mass murder of innocent civilians 
as its principal tactic. We recognize that if these terrorists and murderers were to gain 
access to weapons of mass destruction, attacks such as those on September 11th and 
those against innocents elsewhere would pale in comparison. 

As President Obama observed in Oslo on 10 December 2009, “To say that force 
may sometimes be necessary is not a call to cynicism—it is a recognition of history; the 
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4  ethics and the twenty-first-century military professional

imperfections of man and the limits of reason.” He observed that “a non-violent move-
ment could not have stopped Hitler’s armies. Negotiations cannot convince al Qaeda’s 
leaders to lay down their arms.” America, he observed, has used its military power in 
places like the Balkans and today in Haiti “because we seek a better future for our chil-
dren and grandchildren, and we believe that their lives will be better if other peoples’ 
children and grandchildren can live in freedom and prosperity.”1 I firmly believe that the 
servicemen and -women here today are both warriors and humanitarians. 

The Army’s recently published Capstone Concept is a document that describes the 
Army’s vision of future armed conflict. It identifies a continuing need for “cohesive 
teams and resilient soldiers who are capable of overcoming the enduring psychological 
and moral challenges of combat.”2

I would like to focus my remarks on military leaders’ connected responsibilities of 
ensuring moral and ethical conduct in war while also preparing our soldiers psycho-
logically for the extraordinary demands of combat. It is likely that you will be called on 
to advise your commanders in that connection, and I thought that I might share some 
thoughts on the moral and ethical preparation of soldiers and units for the challenges 
they are likely to face in combat. 

Prior to the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, much of the debate over the nature of 
future armed conflict focused on the importance of emerging technologies. Many 
believed that these technologies would completely transform war. They called this a 
“revolution in military affairs.” New communications, information, surveillance, and 
precision-strike technologies would permit technologically advanced military forces to 
wage war rapidly, decisively, and efficiently. We were seduced by technology. 

Yet this ahistorical definition of armed conflict divorced war from its political 
nature. It tried to simplify the problem of future war to a targeting effort. All we had 
to do was target the enemies’ conventional forces—which, conveniently, looked just 
like ours. This approach did little to prepare us for the challenges we subsequently 
faced in Iraq and Afghanistan. As Lieutenant General Sir John Kiszely of the British 
army observed, 

for many military professionals, warfare—the practice of war, and warfighting—com-
bat, were synonymous, thereby misleading themselves that there was no more to the 
practice of war than combat. True, some armed forces found themselves involved in 
other operations. . . . But these missions were largely considered by many military 
establishments to be aberrations—Operations Other Than War, as they came to be 
known in British and American doctrine—distractions from the “real thing”: large 
scale, hi-tech, inter-state conflict.3 

The lack of intellectual preparation limited military effectiveness and made it harder 
for our leaders and forces to adapt to the reality of the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. But 
our military is a learning institution, and we adapted to the demands of the conflicts 
after the removal of the Taliban and Hussein regimes. The U.S. military undertook a 
range of adaptations, from improving our military education and training to refining 
our tactics, to investigating abuses and other failures. These adaptations derived, in part, 
from a better appreciation for the political complexity of the wars we were in—and the 
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complexity of war in general. Many of these lessons were formalized in the December 
2006 publication of a counterinsurgency manual. This manual was meant to provide the 
doctrinal foundation for education, training, and operations.4 Our forces have adapted, 
and leaders have ensured ethical conduct. Every day, our soldiers take risks and make 
sacrifices to protect innocents. 

The orthodoxy of the revolution in military affairs had conflated warfare and 
warfighting. It had dehumanized our understanding of war, ignored critical continuities 
in warfare, and exaggerated the effect of technology on the nature of armed conflict. As 
John Keegan observed in The Face of Battle, his classic 1976 study of combat across five 
centuries, the human dimension of war exhibits a high degree of continuity: 

What battles have in common is human: the behaviour of men struggling to recon-
cile their instinct for self-preservation, their sense of honour and the achievement of 
some aim over which other men are ready to kill them. The study of battle is there-
fore always a study of fear and usually of courage, always of leadership, usually of 
obedience; always of compulsion, sometimes of insubordination; always of anxiety, 
sometimes of elation or catharsis; always of uncertainty and doubt, misinformation 
and misapprehension, usually also of faith and sometimes of vision; always of vio- 
lence, sometimes also of cruelty, self-sacrifice, compassion; above all, it is always a 
study of solidarity and usually also of disintegration—for it is toward the disintegra-
tion of human groups that battle is directed.5 

Keegan was obviously sensitive to the social and psychological dimensions of com-
bat, but he argued against turning the study of war over to sociologists or psychologists. 
Keegan contended that understanding war and warriors required an interdisciplinary 
approach and a “long historical perspective.” 

If you take away one thing from our discussion tonight, I ask you to embrace your 
duty to study, as a complement to your expertise in the law of war and operational law, 
the history, literature, psychology, and philosophy of war and warfare, as well as memoirs 
and accounts of combat experiences. It is our duty as leaders to develop our own under-
standings of our profession and the character of armed conflict. But I would also like to 
talk with you about how you might help your commanders ensure your troopers’ ethical 
conduct in war and steel your units against the disintegration that Keegan observes can 
occur under the extraordinary physical and psychological strains of combat. 

Because our enemy is unscrupulous, some argue for a relaxation of ethical and moral 
standards and the use of force with less discrimination, because the ends—the defeat of 
the enemy—justify the means employed.6 To think this way would be a grave mistake. 
The war in which we are engaged demands that we retain the moral high ground despite 
the depravity of our enemies. 

Ensuring ethical conduct goes beyond the law of war and must include a consid-
eration of our values—our ethos. Prior to the experiences of Iraq and Afghanistan, 
ethical training in preparation for combat was centered on the law of war. The law of 
war codifies the principal tenets of just-war theory, especially jus in bello principles of 
discrimination and proportionality. Training covered the Geneva Conventions and the 
relevant articles of the U.S. military’s Uniform Code of Military Justice. As Christopher 
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6  ethics and the twenty-first-century military professional

Coker observes in The Warrior Ethos, however, individual and institutional values are 
more important than legal constraints on immoral behavior; legal contracts are often 
observed only as long as others honor them or as long as they are enforced.7 Experience 
in Afghanistan and Iraq inspired the U.S. military to emphasize values training as the 
principal means of ensuring moral and ethical conduct in combat. 

Utilitarianism and the thinking of philosopher John Stuart Mill would have us focus  
on achieving good consequences in this conflict. As the Army and Marine Corps 
counterinsurgency (COIN) manual points out, the insurgent often hopes to provoke 
the excessive or indiscriminate use of force.8 We are fighting this war on two battle-
grounds—intelligence and perception. We must—locally in Afghanistan and Iraq, and 
broadly in the war on terror—be able to separate terrorists and insurgents from the 
population. This means treating people with respect and building relationships with 
people that lead to trust. And this trust leads to intelligence about the enemy. We have 
to counter what is a very sophisticated enemy propaganda and disinformation campaign 
and clarify our true intentions—not just with words but with our deeds. This is par-
ticularly difficult because the enemy seeks to place the onus of indiscriminate warfare 
on us by provoking overreactions, denying us positive contact with the population, and 
blaming his own murderous attacks on us. You know the line: if Americans were not in 
Iraq or Afghanistan, we would not have detonated this car bomb at this funeral, in the 
marketplace, at the mosque, etc. 

Immanuel Kant would say that it is your duty to ensure ethical and moral conduct in 
this war. Kant would have us treat people as ends, not means—the essence of the ethics 
of respect. Indeed, today’s wars are contests for the trust and allegiance of the people. 
Moral and ethical conduct despite the brutality of this enemy will permit us to defeat 
enemies whose primary sources of strength are coercion and the stoking of hatreds 
based on ignorance. 

This might sound a bit theoretical to you, so I would like to talk to you about your 
specific components of ensuring moral and ethical conduct despite the uncertain, com-
plex, and dangerous environments in which our forces are operating. 

Breakdowns in discipline that result in immoral or unethical conduct in war can 
often be traced to four factors. (If you are looking for a case study that illuminates these 
factors, I recommend that you read Jim Frederick’s recently published Black Hearts).9 

•	 Ignorance—concerning the mission or the environment or a failure to understand 
or internalize the warrior ethos or professional military ethic. This results in the 
breaking of the covenant, the sacred trust that binds soldiers to our society and to 
each other. 

•	 Uncertainty. Ignorance causes uncertainty, and uncertainty can lead to mistakes, 
mistakes that can harm civilians unnecessarily. Warfare will always remain firmly 
in the realm of uncertainty, but leaders must strive to reduce uncertainty for their 
troopers and units. 

•	 Fear. Uncertainty combines with the persistent danger inherent in combat to 
instill fear in individuals and units. Leaders must strive not only to reduce uncer-
tainty for their troopers but also to build confident units. Confidence serves as a 
bulwark against fear and fear’s corrosive effect on morale, discipline, and combat 
effectiveness. 
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mcmaster  7

•	 Combat trauma. Rage is often a result of combat trauma. Fear experienced over 
time or in a traumatic experience can lead to combat trauma, and combat trauma 
often manifests itself in rage and actions that compromise the mission. 

The counterinsurgency manual recognizes that ensuring moral conduct during 
counterinsurgency operations is particularly difficult, because “the environment that 
fosters insurgency is characterized by violence, immorality, distrust, and deceit.” The 
COIN manual directs leaders to “work proactively to establish and maintain the proper 
ethical climate of their organizations” and to “ensure that the trying counterinsurgency 
environment does not undermine the values of their Soldiers and Marines.” Soldiers and 
marines “must remain faithful to basic American, Army, and Marine Corps standards 
of proper behavior and respect for the sanctity of life.”10 To inoculate soldiers and units 
against the four aforementioned causes of moral and ethical breakdowns, leaders should 
make a concerted effort in four areas: 

•	 Applied ethics or values-based instruction 
•	 Training that replicates as closely as possible situations that soldiers are likely to 

encounter 
•	 Education about cultures and historical experiences of the peoples among whom 

the wars are being fought 
•	 Leadership that strives to set the example, keep soldiers informed, and manage 

combat stress. 

Applied Ethics and Values-Based Instruction 

Our Army’s values aim, in part, to inform soldiers about the covenant between them, 
our institution, and society.11 The service’s seven values of loyalty, duty, respect, self-
less service, honor, integrity, and personal courage are consistent with Aristotelian 
virtue as well as the ancient philosophy of Cicero and the modern philosophy of 
Immanuel Kant. It is easy, for example, to identify the similarity between the Army’s 
definition of respect as beginning “with a fundamental understanding that all peo-
ple possess worth as human beings” and Cicero’s exhortation in On Duties that “we 
must exercise a respectfulness towards men, both towards the best of them and also 
towards the rest.”12 The U.S. Army’s values have obvious implications for moral con-
duct in counterinsurgency, especially in connection with the treatment of civilians 
and captured enemy. 

Applied ethics indoctrination for new soldiers is perhaps even more important 
today than in the past, because of the need to differentiate between societal and mili-
tary professional views on the use of violence. In much of the media to which young 
soldiers are exposed—such as action films, video games, and “gangsta rap” music—
violence appears justifiable as a means of advancing personal interests or demonstrat-
ing individual prowess.13 In contrast, the law of war, like the military’s code of honor, 
justifies violence only against combatants. 

A way to offset or counter this societal pressure is found in the collective nature 
of Army ethics training. This is immensely important. Soldiers must understand 
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that our Army and their fellow soldiers expect them to exhibit a higher sense of 
honor than that to which they are exposed in popular culture. As Christopher Coker 
observed, “In a world of honor the individual discovers his true identity in his roles 
and [that] to turn away from the roles is to turn away from oneself.”14 Particularly 
important is the soldier’s recognition that he or she is expected to take risks and 
make sacrifices to accomplish the mission, protect fellow soldiers, or safeguard inno-
cents. Use of force that reduces risk to the soldier but places either the mission or 
innocents at risk must be seen as inconsistent with the military’s code of honor and 
professional ethic.15 

Values education can ring hollow unless it is pursued in a way that provides context 
and demonstrates relevance. While we emphasize ethical behavior as an end, we must also 
stress the utilitarian basis for sustaining the highest moral standards. Showing soldiers the 
enemy’s propaganda helps emphasize the importance of ethical behavior in countering 
disinformation. Respectful treatment, addressing grievances, and building trust with the 
population ought to be viewed as essential means toward achieving success in counterin-
surgency operations. 

Historical examples and case studies of how excesses or abuse in the pursuit of tactical 
expediency have corrupted the moral character of units and undermined strategic objec-
tives are particularly poignant. You might consider using films like The Battle of Algiers 
(1966) to inspire discussions on topics such as torture, insurgent strategy, terrorist tactics, 
and propaganda. 

Training 

Applied ethics education, however, cannot steel soldiers and units against the disin-
tegration that can occur under the stress of combat. Training our new troopers and 
integrating them into cohesive, confident teams must be your first priority as leaders. 
Tough realistic training builds confidence and cohesion that serve as “psychological 
protection” and bulwarks against fear and psychological stress in battle. As Keegan 
observed, much of the stress that soldiers experience in combat stems from “uncer-
tainty and doubt.” Training endeavors to replicate the conditions of combat as closely as 
possible and to reduce thereby soldiers’ uncertainty about the situations they are likely 
to encounter. 

Units experiencing the confusion and intensity of battle for the first time in actual 
combat are susceptible to fear. Fear can cause inaction or, in a counterinsurgency 
environment, might lead to an overreaction that harms innocents and undermines the 
counterinsurgent’s mission. In her book Stoic Warriors, Nancy Sherman quotes Seneca 
to emphasize the importance of training as a form of “bulletproofing” soldiers against 
the debilitating effects of fear and combat stress: “A large part of the evil consists in its 
novelty,” but “if evil has been pondered beforehand the blow is gentle when it comes.”16 
We must base training scenarios directly on recent experiences of units in Afghanistan 
or Iraq and conduct training consistent with Aristotle’s observation that virtues are 
formed by repetition. Repetitive training under challenging and realistic conditions pre-
pares units to respond immediately and together to encounters with the enemy, using 
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battle drills—rehearsed responses to a predictable set of circumstances. Demonstrating 
their ability to fight and operate together as a team will build the confidence and cohe-
sion necessary to suppress fear and help soldiers and units cope with combat stress 
while preserving their professionalism and moral character. 

Soldiers trained exclusively for conventional combat operations may be predisposed 
toward responding with all available firepower upon contact with the enemy. Such a 
reaction in a counterinsurgency environment, however, might result in the unneces-
sary loss of innocent life and run counter to the overall aim of operations. In training, 
we should still evaluate units on their ability to overwhelm the enemy but also evalu-
ate them on how well they protect innocents and apply firepower with discipline and 
discrimination. 

Our training should include civilian role-players to replicate as closely as possible the 
ethnic, religious, and tribal landscapes of the areas in which units will operate. As in Iraq 
and Afghanistan, the enemy in these exercises blends into the population. When role 
players are not available, cultural experts should train soldiers to play the role of civil-
ians while their fellow soldiers are trained and evaluated. Using soldiers as civilian role-
players has a secondary benefit: it is very useful for soldiers to view their own force from 
the perspective of the civilian population. Exercises that include civilian role-players 
help soldiers understand better the importance of restraint and respectful, professional 
conduct. Role players and soldiers come together at the end of the exercise for an “after-
action review” to identify lessons and consider how the unit might apply those lessons to 
future training and operations. 

Cultural and Historical Training 

Because unfamiliarity with cultures can compound the stress associated with physical 
danger, ensuring that soldiers are familiar with the history and culture of the region in 
which they are operating is critical for sustaining combat effectiveness and promoting 
respectful treatment of the population. Use professional reading programs; discuss books 
and articles with your soldiers. Use lectures and film. Excellent documentaries are avail-
able on the history of Islam, as well as on the history of Iraq and Afghanistan. 

Cultural training has practical applications. An understanding of ethnic, cultural, and 
tribal dynamics allows soldiers to evaluate sources of information and anticipate poten-
tial consequences of their actions. Leaders who have a basic understanding of history 
and culture can also recognize and counter the enemy’s misrepresentation of history for 
propaganda purposes. 

Perhaps most important, education and training that include history and culture 
promote moral conduct by generating empathy for the population. The COIN manual 
describes “genuine compassion and empathy for the populace” as an “effective weapon 
against insurgents.”17 If soldiers understand the population’s experience, feelings of 
confusion and frustration might be supplanted by concern and compassion. As Roman 
emperor and Stoic philosopher Marcus Aurelius observed, “Respect becomes concrete 
through empathy.” Cicero reminds us that a soldier’s respect must extend to the enemy 
and civilians: “We ought to revere, to guard and to preserve the common affection and 
fellowship of the whole of humankind.” 
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Leaders must also learn history to evaluate themselves and place contemporary 
operations in the context of previous experience. Examining previous counterinsurgency 
experiences allows leaders to ask questions about contemporary missions, avoid some of 
the mistakes of the past, recognize opportunities, and identify effective techniques. 

A critical examination of history also allows soldiers to understand the fundamentals 
of counterinsurgency theory and thereby equips them to make better decisions in what 
are highly decentralized operations. Soldiers need to recognize that the population must 
be the focus of the counterinsurgent’s effort and that the population’s perceptions—of 
their government, the counterinsurgent forces, and the insurgents—are of paramount 
importance. This highlights the need for soldiers to treat the population respectfully and 
to clarify their intentions through their deeds and conduct. 

While it is important that all soldiers possess basic cultural knowledge, it is also 
important that leaders and units have access to cultural expertise. Soldiers often share 
what they learn with other members of their team. So sending even just a few soldiers 
from each platoon or company to language or cultural training can have a broad positive 
effect on the organization. In a counterinsurgency environment, cultural expertise, such 
as “human terrain teams,” can help units distinguish between reconcilable and irrecon-
cilable groups through an analysis of each group’s fears and aspirations.18 

Ultimately, the counterinsurgent hopes to reduce violence and achieve enduring secu-
rity by mediating between factions that are willing to resolve differences through politics 
rather than violence.19 Cultural expertise contributes to the ethical conduct of war by 
helping soldiers and units understand their environment. This richer understanding can 
help them determine how to apply force discriminately and to identify opportunities to 
resolve conflict, short of force. 

Combat Stress 

Education or indoctrination in professional military ethics and tough, realistic train-
ing are important. However, they are insufficient to preserve moral character under the 
intense emotional and psychological pressures of combat. Soldiers and units must also 
be prepared to cope with the stress of continuous operations in a counterinsurgency 
environment; combat stress often leads to unprofessional or immoral behavior.20 

Counterinsurgency operations can be even more stressful than more conventional 
wars. Control of stress is a command responsibility. Leaders must be familiar with 
grief counseling and “grief work.” Grieving our losses must be valued, not stigma-
tized. Understand how to “communalize” grief so units can get through difficult times 
together. 

Watch soldier behavior carefully to identify warning signs. These include social dis-
connection, distractibility, suspiciousness toward friends, irrationality, and inconsistency. 
If units experience losses, get them combat-stress counseling. Watch for soldiers who 
become “revenge driven,” as they can break down the discipline of the unit and do sig-
nificant damage to the mission and their fellow troopers. Commitment to fellow troop-
ers and mission must be the motivating factor in battle—not rage. 
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Additionally, soldiers’ knowledge that they have behaved in a professional, disci-
plined, moral manner when confronting the enemy is one of the most important fac-
tors in preventing post-traumatic stress and various dysfunctions that come with it. 
Developing and maintaining unit cohesion is critical in preventing disorders associated 
with combat stress and combat trauma. As Jonathan Shay notes, “What a returning sol-
dier needs most when leaving war is not a mental health professional but a living com-
munity to whom his experience matters.” 

Military education is thin on the psychological dynamics of combat, perhaps because 
its importance becomes obvious only in wartime. You might read and discuss such 
books as J. Glenn Gray’s The Warriors: Reflections on Men in Battle (Bison Books, 1998), 
Jonathan Shay’s Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trauma and the Undoing of Character 
(Simon and Schuster, 1995), and David Grossman and Loren Christensen’s On Combat: 
The Psychology and Physiology of Deadly Conflict in War and in Peace (Warrior Science, 
3rd ed., 2008). 

Leadership 

Common to all of these efforts to preserve the moral character of soldiers and units is 
leadership. Lack of effective leadership has often caused combat trauma. Sun Tzu had 
it right 2,500 years ago, in his classic The Art of War—“Leadership is a matter of intel-
ligence, trustworthiness, humaneness, courage, and sternness.” Humaneness in the face 
of the ambiguous and difficult situations we are facing today and will face tomorrow 
will permit soldiers to remain psychologically ready, and it must be an area that our 
leaders focus on. Sternness involves ensuring that leaders are in positions of leadership. 
Emphasize leader development but do not hesitate to remove those who do not enjoy the 
trust or confidence of their troopers. 

Effective communication is vital. Explain to troopers the importance of their mis-
sion (the stakes) and make sure that they understand the higher commander’s intent 
and concept for defeating the enemy and accomplishing the mission. A key part of the 
psychological well-being of soldiers is a sense of agency, or control; preserving discipline 
and moral conduct in combat depends in large measure on it.21 It is vital that troopers 
understand how the risks they take and sacrifices they make contribute to the achieve-
ment of objectives worthy of those risks and sacrifices. Ultimately, positive feedback in 
the form of success in combat reinforces ethical and moral conduct. 

Senior commanders must establish the right climate and send a simple, clear mes-
sage continuously to their troopers: “Every time you treat a civilian disrespectfully, you 
are working for the enemy.” It is, however, junior officers and noncommissioned officers 
who will enforce standards of moral conduct. Preparing leaders at the squad, platoon, 
and company levels for that responsibility is vitally important. 

In Black Hearts, a headquarters company commander commenting on the cause of 
the horrible rape and murder of civilians south of Baghdad said the following: “Clearly a 
lot of what happened can be attributed to a leadership failure. And I’m not talking about 
just at the platoon level. I’m talking about platoon, company, battalion. Even I feel in 
some way indirectly responsible for what happened out there. I mean, we were all part of 
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the team. We just let it go. And we let it go, and go, and go. . . . We failed those guys by 
letting them be out there like that without a plan.” 

It is the warrior ethos that permits soldiers to see themselves “as part of an ongoing 
historical community,” a community that sustains itself through “sacred trust” and a cov-
enant that binds them to one another and to the society they serve. The warrior ethos 
forms the basis for this covenant. It is composed of such values as honor, duty, courage, 
loyalty, and self-sacrifice. The warrior ethos is important because it makes military units 
effective and because it makes war “less inhumane.” 

As our commander in chief observed in Oslo, “Make no mistake: Evil does exist in 
the world.” Your advice and leadership will help our forces remain true to our values as 
we fight brutal and murderous enemies who pose a grave threat to all civilized people. I 
am proud to serve alongside you. My thanks to you and your families for your invaluable 
service to our nation in time of war. 
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THE NAVY’S MORAL COMPASS

Commanding Officers and Personal Misconduct 

Captain Mark F. Light, U.S. Navy

The supreme quality for leadership is unquestionably integrity. Without it, no 
real success is possible.

Dwight David Eisenhower 

The U.S. Navy has an integrity problem in the ranks of its commanding officers (COs). 
Consider these headlines: “Cruiser CO Relieved for ‘Cruelty.’”1 “CO Fired, Charged with 
Solicitation.”2 “CO of Attack Sub Fired for ‘Drunkenness.’”3 These are just a few cases 
in a recent deluge of early reliefs of “skippers.” In 2010, twenty-three Navy COs were 
relieved of command and “detached for cause,” an enormous increase over previous 
years. The trend continues: twenty-one commanding officers were fired in 2011 as of 
the end of October.4 Even more worrisome is the fact that a large and increasing per-
centage of those dismissals are due to personal misconduct, such as sexual harassment, 
drunkenness, and fraternization. Although (as far as we can tell) over 97 percent of the 
Navy’s commanding officers conduct themselves honorably, the increasing number of 
those who do not raises concerns that the Navy must address. Alarms should be sound-
ing at the highest levels of Navy leadership, but a review of recent literature reveals only 
a trickle of discussion on the subject of personal misconduct by military commanders. 
Instead of calling the service to action, a Navy spokesman said in January 2011 that there 
was “no indication that the reliefs are the result of any systemic problem.”5 

The premise of this article is that this is a systemic problem, that although the num-
ber of offenders is low, it is too high. The excessive (and increasing) number of COs 
fired for personal misconduct is symptomatic of cultural issues within the Navy and of a 
confusing ethical context in society, combined with a failure to set effectively and uphold 
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an ethical standard within the service. The Navy needs to make adjustments in priority, 
policy, training, and personnel processes in order to stem the tide of personal miscon-
duct by leaders. As a new Chief of Naval Operations (CNO) ends the first year of his 
tour of command, this article opens the door for debate and reexamination of the Navy’s 
policies, standards for command, and ethical foundations. 

While the percentage of misconduct seems small, the impact is of such a magnitude 
that this issue absolutely must be addressed, and the Navy has demonstrated that it can 
remedy this type of problem. Consider that in 2003 the Navy’s aviation mishap rate was 
1.89 mishaps per hundred thousand hours flown and had hovered around that value for 
several years after decades of steady improvement. At that time the secretary of defense 
directed that we reduce the mishap rate by 50 percent, because even that small figure 
included numerous costly mishaps that could and should have been prevented.6 At the 
secretary’s direction, Navy leadership undertook a fundamental effort to improve avia-
tion safety. By 2010 the priority and emphasis given by the leadership had dropped the 
rate to 0.94 mishaps per hundred thousand flight hours, saving millions of dollars and 
dozens of lives.7 Similarly, today the number of COs fired for personal misconduct is 
too high, and we can and must do better—but doing so will require that Navy leadership 
makes it a priority.

The Data: Background

This article is based on data provided to the author by the Career Progression Division 
of the Naval Personnel Command. The data included administrative information and 
causes for dismissal of all commanding officers who were relieved while in command 
from 1999 through 2010 and for whom “detachment for cause” (DFC) procedures had 
been initiated and approved. Because of the administrative burden of the DFC process, 
senior leaders may choose not to implement it after a CO has been fired, if the situa-
tion does not require the specific funding and personnel adjustments for which formal 
detachment for cause provides.8 The actual number of COs fired, then, is significantly 
larger than the DFC numbers cited here, but no comprehensive records exist of firings 
for which DFCs are not processed. The data also listed several officers in command posi-
tions with ranks of lieutenant commander (O-4) and below, which are excluded from 
this analysis. This article is intended to address character failures in more senior leaders 
who have had sufficient time in service to understand clearly the standards of command 
and in whom the Navy had opportunity to identify the potential for these failures of 
character before their consideration for command. 

There exists a significant gap in the data concerning causes for dismissal. The sum-
mary information provided to the author indicated causes for dismissal by the categories 
used by the Navy’s Military Personnel Manual: misconduct, a significant event, unsatis-
factory performance over time, or loss of confidence in the officer’s ability to command.9 
In the 101 DFCs evaluated, every submission cited either “loss of confidence” or a “sig-
nificant event,” with not one case citing misconduct or poor performance over time. In 
some cases an explanation amplified the category assignment; open-source information 
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provided clarification in additional cases.10 Ultimately the causes for approximately 20 
percent of the dismissals for cause cannot be effectively determined from the data and 
are omitted from the analysis, but the trends are clear enough that valid conclusions may 
be drawn notwithstanding.

Although published literature on the subject is scarce, as noted, this is not the first 
study. In 2004, the Naval Inspector General (IG) conducted an in-depth review of COs 
fired between 1999 and 2004. The IG team had access to and analyzed information con-
cerning all COs fired in that period, whether DFCs had been processed or not, and so 
produced a more statistically complete picture of the situation over that period.11 That 
study is valuable today as a source of amplifying information and is used below as a basis 
for comparison. 

The Data: Numerical Analysis

Figure 1 presents the total number of DFCs from 1999 through 2010, “broken out” 
between professional causes (e.g., ship groundings or failed inspections) and personal 
misconduct (such as fraternization or alcohol incidents). For the purpose of this analysis, 
such ethical violations as cruelty and abusive leadership were grouped with the personal-
misconduct causes, whereas more generalized leadership failures, such as poor command 
climate or ineffective leadership, were classified as professional. The superimposed 
linear-regression trend lines make clear that while the rate of CO dismissals for cause for 
professional reasons is rising only slightly, there is a marked and increasing trend in the 
number of reliefs for personal and ethical causes. 

Figure 2 breaks out dismissals for cause of commanding officers due to personal 
misconduct by community within the Navy: surface, aviation, submarine, and other 
(including special warfare, Medical or Supply Corps, human resources, etc.). Each case 
is categorized by the community of the officer, as opposed to that of the command from 
which he or she was fired. For instance, an aviator serving as CO of a ship when relieved 
was grouped with the aviation community. 
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Figure 1. CO DFCs by Cause: Personal and Professional
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For context, officers from the aviation and surface communities each hold about 25 
percent of the total number of O-5 and O-6 (commander and captain) commands in 
the Navy, submariners about half as many. The remaining 37 percent are held by officers 
of other communities. The data seem to indicate that the surface and submarine com-
munities are largely responsible for the significant spike in 2010, when the number of 
surface DFCs for personal misconduct was nearly an order of magnitude above that for 
any previous year. As for the aviation community, although it does not show an obvious 
increasing trend, it is responsible for the largest total number of dismissals for cause and 
the largest percentage of commanding officers fired.

Figure 3 presents commanding-officer DFCs for personal misconduct by rank. About 
45 percent of Navy CO billets are for O-6s. Notably, the number of DFCs is as great for 
captains, who are generally in their second or third command tours, as for commanders, 
even though there are fewer billets in the higher rank. 
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Figure 4 compares CO DFCs with respect to shore-duty and sea-duty billets. About 
62 percent of Navy CO billets are shore duty, involving nondeploying commands based 
ashore. The sea commands are either deploying shore-based units or vessels. Both have 
similar trend lines and raw numbers. Since there are fewer sea-duty billets, the similar 
totals mean that the percentage of commanding officers fired from sea-duty billets for 
personal misconduct is higher than that for COs on shore duty. 

We have noted that not all commanding officers fired are administratively “dismissed 
for cause.” Before proceeding, it is worth discussing the actual relationship between the 
two numbers. The 2004 Naval IG study listed seventy-eight COs fired between 1999 and 
2004;12 the DFC data used for this article include only thirty-seven for that period. The 
difference is partly explained by the scopes of the studies—the IG study included O-3 
(lieutenant) and O-4 commanding officers and officers in charge (typically of very small 
units), who were specifically excluded from this analysis. Beyond that, the difference 
between the study results reflects that between the number of fired COs and the number 
processed for DFC. 

Despite the differences, this article points to trends that are consistent with the data 
from the earlier study. The Naval Inspector General reported that 36 percent of early 
reliefs occurred due to personal misconduct; this article records 42 percent of DFCs for 
the same reason, with an increase over the time span covered.13 Further, the studies are 
consistent with regard to the contribution of the various communities to early reliefs due 
to misconduct, with aviation being the most prolific and the submarine force the least. So 
while the numbers differ, a consistent and logical argument emerges that a significant and 
increasing number of COs in the Navy are being fired for personal and ethical failures. 

Academic Analysis

It is fundamental to understand that the COs fired for misconduct knew their actions 
were out of line. The IG report states that in “nearly every case, the officers relieved 
for personal behavior clearly knew the rules.”14 Interviews with active and retired flag 
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officers reveal the same. Interviews likewise indicate that the COs who were fired did 
not feel that the rules did not apply to them. Instead, either they believed they would 
not be caught, that Navy leadership would not hold them accountable, or that their mis-
conduct was worth risking their career, or they chose simply to ignore the consequences 
entirely. All of these logic trains are flawed, and that lack of judgment in our leaders is 
of concern in itself. But the basic issue is this: Why are detachments for cause due to 
misconduct by Navy leaders increasing, and how can we encourage future generations of 
leaders to reverse the unsettling trend?

One contributor to the barrage of incidents of CO misconduct is the fact that the per-
sonal and professional standards by which commanding officers are judged have become 
stricter in recent years. This fact was highlighted by Kevin Eyer, a retired Navy captain 
and former Surface Warfare Officer, who cites a litany of cases in the 1980s in which 
abusive use of power and even alcohol-related arrests were ignored as long as the officers 
involved were effective in terms of accomplishing the mission.15 Few familiar with the 
Navy over the past twenty years are likely to dispute the point that actions once over-
looked are today grounds for DFC. 

Is it right that the standards have changed? Yes, because the mission of today’s Navy 
demands tighter standards. Captain Eyer notes that he drew his examples from the years 
of the Cold War;16 the mission of the Navy then was to be prepared to defeat the Soviets at 
sea and maintain freedom of navigation around the world. Today, the Navy’s missions go 
far beyond those objectives in complexity, including engagement, partnership, security, and 
unprecedented levels of deterrence.17 Modern technology, instant communications, and a 
twenty-four-hour news day are among the tools the Navy uses to leverage its global pres-
ence in support of those missions. But that same technology vastly increases the potential 
strategic impact of lapses in integrity by our ship captains and squadron commanders. 

Our credibility as a Navy and a nation suffers when our military leaders behave 
in ways contrary to the nation’s interests. One of the enduring U.S. national interests 
is “respect for universal values at home and around the world.”18 The most recent 
Barrett National Values Assessment for the United States identified honesty, compas-
sion, respect, and responsibility/accountability as among the qualities most valued by 
Americans.19 Drunk driving, adultery, fraud, and cruelty are not in line with these inter-
ests or values, and such behavior jeopardizes our legitimacy as we endeavor to promote 
our values around the world. Thus misconduct by a commanding officer is a mission 
failure, and offending individuals are rightfully being held accountable. 

As standards of behavior for COs have been raised, so has the likelihood of violators 
being caught. In years past, allegations of wrongdoing often remained mere allegations, 
because words alone are generally not sufficient to indict anyone, let alone a command-
ing officer. However, e-mails, security cameras, cell-phone cameras, electronic records of 
calls and texts, and “smart phones” with web access have changed the landscape dramati-
cally. As Eyer points out, subordinates have a plethora of means to document and report 
perceived offenses of their skippers.20 Furthermore, that same technology has made it 
increasingly difficult to deal with such transgressions quietly and privately; it is just as 
easy to post incriminating evidence on YouTube as to send it to the officer’s superior. 
Commanding officers who violate the trust bestowed on them can expect technology to 
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allow them to be caught and held accountable, often in the public eye. So why do some 
take the risk? 

Some psychologists contend that people’s actions may be products of their environ-
ment, and their research focuses on the extent an individual’s behavior can be linked to 
outside situations.21 Philip Zimbardo is among the camp that believes the environment 
can cause otherwise good people to become evil; he claims that the model explains the 
abuses of Abu Ghraib prisoners at the hands of American soldiers.22 Others cite the 
“Bathsheba Syndrome” (named for the object of biblical king David’s affection whose 
husband David sent to the front lines to be killed so the king could have her as his 
own), which is receiving attention in academic and Navy circles for its lesson that many 
can be susceptible to the temptations that accompany power and authority.23 Is there 
a link between the culture and environment of command in the Navy and undesirable 
behavior? 

There are clearly cultural factors that work against the service’s efforts to improve 
behavior, to raise and enforce standards of commanding-officer conduct. Historically, 
the captain of a Navy ship had to be strong and independent to maintain order among 
the crew in hostile environments and to execute missions far from home with only tenu-
ous communications with superiors. Navy regulations state that “the responsibility of the 
commanding officer for his or her command is absolute” and that “the authority of the 
commanding officer is commensurate with his or her responsibility.”24 As Lord Acton 
said in the late nineteenth century, “All power tends to corrupt and absolute power cor-
rupts absolutely.”25 The absolute authority bestowed on commanding officers by regula-
tion could conceivably breed toxic leadership traits and cruelty. The data indicate signs 
of abusive leadership—three DFCs between 1999 and 2010 were due to cruelty or abu-
sive leadership by the commanding officer—but abuse of power falls well short of fully 
explaining the broader trend of increasing misconduct.

Tradition suggests other possible explanations. The culture of the Navy is steeped 
in tales of behavior that does not fit the model to which we aspire today: drunkenness, 
bar fights, gender biases, womanizing—the list goes on. Sailors were expected to “let off 
steam” when their ships came into port, and they did. If this article were being written 
in the 1980s, there would be a fair argument that our culture promotes the behavior 
for which skippers today are being fired. But in the decades that followed, standards of 
acceptable behavior Navy-wide changed, along with standards for COs. Alcohol was 
deglamorized, and alcohol-related incidents became career ending for officers. Hazing 
ceased to be acceptable; ceremonies that had involved humiliation, degradation, and 
discomfort (chief petty officer initiations, “Crossing the Line” ceremonies) were trans-
formed into events that built esprit de corps without hurting bodies, emotions, or spirits. 
Aviation stunts and joyriding (“flat-hatting”) were no longer acceptable. Commanding 
officers were held accountable for violations of the new standards in their units. But the 
behavioral standards now in place are in competition with long-standing cultural norms; 
they increase personal accountability without addressing the cultural or character defi-
ciencies that underlie unacceptable behavior. Former Secretary of the Navy John Lehman 
exemplified this smoldering cultural legacy in his lament over the death of naval avia-
tion culture.26 Furthermore, the extensive social media feedback in support of his posi-
tion from current naval officers demonstrates the power underlying his traditional 
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sentiments. The result is a small but steady tradition-fed stream of misconduct at all lev-
els—misconduct that is more likely than it once was to be detected, more harmful to the 
Navy’s mission, and more likely to make headlines when it involves a CO. 

Another relevant aspect of Navy culture is intolerance for mistakes. A recent article, 
noting that as a junior officer the celebrated Chester Nimitz ran a ship aground, postu-
lated that the future fleet admiral would not have gone far in today’s Navy, with its risk 
aversion and intolerance for errors.27 That writer obviously believes Navy leadership has 
gone too far recently in punishing errors, both professional and personal. Intolerance 
for professional mistakes is beyond the scope of this project, and we have already stated 
that personal misconduct on the part of Navy leaders must not be accepted. But the 
zero-defect mentality may cause behavioral problems in junior officers to be hidden 
or covered up, reducing the opportunity for correction, mentoring, development, and 
instruction in ethical standards. 

In addition to the culture of the service as a whole, each community within the Navy 
has its own convictions and subculture. Aviators are perceived by others as cowboys, 
rule breakers, “Top Gun” officers’ club partiers, and flirts. The aviation community, as 
noted, has the highest number of CO DFCs for personal misconduct, on average 50 
percent higher than for surface warriors. The averages fit the stereotype and culture of 
traditional naval aviation (as cited by former secretary Lehman and discussed above), 
but questions arise when the trends are examined. The aviation DFC rate has a virtually 
horizontal trend line, while the surface and submarine communities show recent spikes. 
One explanation is that the 1991 Tailhook debacle hit the aviation community much 
harder and closer to home than it did the others, meaning that “airdale” misconduct 
peaked years ago, before the period encompassed by our data. If this is true, then the 
very policies that Mr. Lehman rejected as stifling appear to have had a positive effect on 
aviation command. The ultimate cause of the absence of a significant increasing trend in 
the aviation community is not obvious in the present data, and further study is in order. 
However, the naval aviation culture, as glamorized in movies and naval history (and ech-
oed by the former Secretary of the Navy) may continue to be attractive to people with 
adverse behavioral tendencies and may be conducive to unacceptable actions, despite the 
increased professionalism seen in the community in recent years.

On the other hand, surface officers are considered stoic and businesslike. Nonetheless, 
they are seen (at least by members of other communities) as high-strung and competi-
tive—it is often said that the surface subculture “eats its young.” Cultural traits in the 
surface community include public degradation and bullying.28 These factors could both 
reflect and produce abusive leadership, and such a stressful work environment might 
lead to alcohol abuse. But of the twelve surface CO dismissals for cause for personal or 
ethical reasons, only one was due to abusive leadership, and none cited alcohol-related 
incidents. Yet in 2010 the surface community exhibited the greatest increase in DFCs in 
the Navy. (The increase was largely in the category of sexual misconduct, which will be 
addressed shortly.) The argument that rising misconduct in the surface community is 
due to organizational culture or environment does not seem to hold much water.

The submarine community, finally, is quiet, intelligent, and secretive, and its offi- 
cers mirror the platforms they operate. It is not surprising that little information can 
be gleaned from the data in this study. It may be a testimony to the submariner culture 
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that the causes of nearly half of the CO DFCs in the undersea community could not be 
determined.

Organizational culture notwithstanding, the most prevalent cause of DFCs of com-
manding officers in every community has been sexual misconduct, including inap-
propriate relationships, fraternization, and sexual harassment. Some have written that 
this phenomenon is a product of the Navy’s environment, that such failures are to be 
expected in the seagoing community, where men and women are now confined in close 
quarters for months at a time.29 Mixed-gender crews certainly present significant leader-
ship challenges. Consider the commanding officer fired after nine chief petty officers 
aboard his ship were found to be having sexual relationships with junior sailors under 
their charge, although that CO did not know about the relationships.30 But though fired 
for ineffective leadership, he personally maintained the higher moral ground and did not 
fall to the temptation of an inappropriate relationship of his own, which is why he is not 
numbered with the personal DFCs. 

The problem is not mixed-gender crews. Of the forty-two personal CO DFCs in this 
study, twenty (48 percent) involved sexual misconduct. Fewer than half involved COs of 
shipboard commands. Of those, one involved a relationship between a submarine CO 
and an officer in the Army—clearly not a product of integrated crews. The propensity 
for sexual misconduct is obviously widespread, but not because men and women deploy 
together. Whether on a ship with a mixed crew or ashore, commanding officers must 
keep their relationships in line with the provisions of the Uniform Code of Military 
Justice and the Manual for Courts-Martial prohibiting adultery and fraternization.31 
Failure to do so (like any other misconduct) is a violation not only of the law but of the 
character that each commanding officer is entrusted with maintaining.

We should explore the concept of character further. General H. Norman Schwarzkopf 
highlighted the importance of character (but fell short of defining it) when he said, 
“Leadership is a potent combination of strategy and character. But if you must be with-
out one, be without strategy.”32 The Josephson Institute lists as “the six pillars of charac-
ter” trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, fairness, caring, and citizenship.33 Closely 
related to character is ethics, the set of “standards of behavior that tell us how human 
beings ought to act in the many situations in which they find themselves.”34 Intuitively, 
one who exemplifies the pillars of character is likely to act in conformance with how a 
person “ought to act”—in other words, ethically. Ethics is not religion, nor is it adher-
ence to law or cultural norms.35 It is about doing the right thing. 

Ethical decisions must be based on a standard of right and wrong, and finding con-
sensus for such a standard is especially difficult in today’s society.36 A high-ranking 
officer in the Navy’s chaplain community notes that while Navy standards have always 
been high, today’s social ethical context is confusing. For example, the media glamorize 
wealth, fame, sexual promiscuity, and self-satisfaction, while the Navy is attempting to 
promote better behavior. News agencies jump on any hint of misconduct in leadership 
but just as fervently scream foul when an institution’s standards seem too conservative 
or when they echo too closely religious tenets, of whatever faith. But in the midst of 
this confusion, the Markkula Center for Applied Ethics offers a simple question to test 
whether a given decision is ethical: “If I told someone I respect—or told a television 
audience—which option I have chosen, what would they say?”37 The will to ask such a 
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question, to embody the pillars of character even (especially?) when nobody is watch-
ing, and to allow one’s conduct to be driven by such ethical analysis is the foundation on 
which we want our leaders to be developed. 

Elevating the Character of Naval Leadership 

The Navy is holding commanding officers to a special behavioral standard, as well it 
should, but that alone will not solve the problem. Beyond merely holding COs account-
able for misconduct, leadership needs, in order to improve the quality of our command-
ing officer corps and our service, to take positive action to develop each officer’s moral 
compass and establish an ethical standard. 

Step One: Establish a Sense of Urgency 

Generating urgency has been called the first task in achieving transformational change 
in a large, complex organization.38 In my view, it requires acknowledgment of the prob-
lem, identification of the impacts, and elevation of the priority of the issue on the basis 
of a full understanding of those impacts. On the first point, the Navy has made an effort 
to be transparent and open, but it has fallen short of fully acknowledging the problem. 
Personal misconduct by COs exists in all branches of the military, but the headlines 
seem to be predominantly Navy. Clearly, Navy leaders have committed themselves to 
holding commanding officers publicly accountable for their actions, which is vastly pref-
erable to hiding them until a disgruntled subordinate posts a video online for the world 
to see. Unfortunately, beyond public firings, there has been no fundamental effort on 
the part of senior leadership to elevate the issue to a level that will produce meaningful 
change. This article, appearing as it does in the first year of the tenure of a new Chief of 
Naval Operations, is an effort to try to spark that sense of urgency. 

Step Two: Set the Standard

The Deputy Secretary of Defense recently released a memo emphasizing the need for 
all Department of Defense personnel to act ethically. “Fundamental values like integrity, 
impartiality, fairness, and respect must drive our actions, and these values must be rein-
forced by holding ourselves and each other accountable.”39 In the same vein, the Army 
has published a pamphlet, Army: Profession of Arms 2011, that explicitly stresses the 
need for adherence to an unfailing service ethical standard. It argues the necessity for 
all officers, especially leaders, to take the high moral ground in their discretionary judg-
ments. Furthermore, the Army Operating Concept of 2010 includes three pages of ethical 
and behavioral discussion and draws attention to the Army’s core values: loyalty, duty, 
respect, selfless service, honor, integrity, and personal courage.40 

There is no similar proclamation of ethical standards in Navy policy literature, and 
there is no parallel discussion in the Naval Operating Concept of 2010. The Navy’s core 
values—honor, courage, and commitment—are concise and easy to remember but make 
only implicit reference to ethical standards. If the Navy is to improve conduct from the 
top down, it must explicitly focus on the fundamental ethical standards that underlie the 
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behaviors it wants to promote. Unless we stress ethical standards, our efforts to change 
behavior will always fall short.

A retired four-star admiral, noting the reluctance of leaders to implement ethical 
standards specifically, suggested that there was concern that such efforts would be con-
strued as religious. But ethics are not religion. Another camp argues that the fact that 
character and ethics are “implicit” in the stated core values of the Navy is enough; one 
admiral observes, “You can’t have honor without integrity.” But if they make only implicit 
reference to character, we can expect only implicit compliance. A treatise on ethics in 
the Naval Operating Concept is unlikely to change a given officer’s behavior. But as one 
element of a Navy-wide campaign to emphasize character and set ethical standards for 
the officer corps, it might help create a shift in the mind-set and the culture as a whole, 
precisely what our service requires. Such a change will not occur unless the top level of 
Navy leadership makes ethical behavior a clear priority. 

Step Three: Improve the Metrics

The Bureau of Personnel’s Fitness Report and Counseling Record (NAVPERS 1610/2) 
is the Navy’s basic periodic evaluation—that is, the metric—for all officers in the grade 
of captain (O-6) and below. The effectiveness of the promotion and screening process is 
determined by whether the system correctly identifies officers worthy of selection—and 
perhaps more importantly, of nonselection. Our system needs improvement. Many of 
the COs fired for personal misconduct should never have been selected for command. 
Nine of the dismissals for cause cited in this study were due to alcohol-related incidents, 
and it is likely that previous supervisors of these officers were aware of their propensity 
to drink. At least sixteen DFCs were for inappropriate relationships, and while some 
of them may have been difficult to foresee, in many cases signs were likely present that 
should have been addressed. Behaviors such as cruelty, abuse of position for personal 
gain, solicitation of prostitution, and indecent exposure typically do not suddenly or 
without warning appear in an otherwise upstanding officer. Somebody knew, or should 
have known, but did not document the behavior adequately to prevent selection for 
command.

Part of the problem is the previously noted dearth of published policy on character 
and behavior in this era of ethical confusion. Further, there is almost a complete lack of 
focus on ethical training for naval officers. In twenty-two years of active Navy service, 
the only Navy training on ethics the author received was on fraud and financial abuse, 
and that used a very legalistic approach, with little actual discussion of ethics. The 
“standards of conduct” training for COs recently mandated by the CNO (in the wake 
of the firing of those involved in the “XO Movie Night” episode) is merely Scotch tape 
on the problem—a robust, durable, career-long emphasis is still not in place.41 Once 
an officer has been selected for command, it is too late to try to develop integrity and 
character. This absence of training for all officers to a set standard has led to a failure of 
leadership. Many commanding officers have shown misguided support to junior officers 
who display character flaws such as alcohol abuse or infidelity. “I did that when I was 
younger, so why should I punish them for doing the same thing?” seems to be the theme. 
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Ultimately, COs are charged with developing future COs. When character flaws 
become evident in the actions of their subordinates, commanding officers must actively 
engage the offenders. One of two responses is likely. If the junior officer admits fault, 
accepts responsibility, receives counseling, and makes corrections, the “teaching 
moment” will have been achieved. If, however, the officer disputes the details, argues, 
and deflects blame, there may be an intrinsic ethical void that must be documented. 
Rather than being friends or drinking buddies of the officers under their charge, COs 
must explicitly demand integrity from them—and mentor or document shortcomings 
appropriately. Otherwise they encourage the behavior we want to eliminate in those cho-
sen for command, which ensures the cycle will continue. 

Before throwing former supervisors under the bus for failing to document moral 
shortcomings that are doing such damage today, note that the fitness report does not 
facilitate such openness. The fitness-report system needs to be modified to measure 
explicitly what we want to see in future commanding officers. Some believe the system is 
completely broken and should be rebuilt from scratch. Some have recommended incor-
porating elements of a “360 degree” evaluation into the fitness report process—that is, 
feedback from the officer’s peers and subordinates in addition to evaluation by supervi-
sors.42 Mending all of the report’s faults is beyond the scope of this article, but some dis-
cussion on the evaluation process is worthwhile. 

Part of the fitness report’s problem is rooted in the zero-defect culture discussed ear-
lier. Even a slightly less than glowing fitness-report narrative can be career ending. It is 
very difficult for reporting seniors to make the best stand out without killing the  
runners-up, and it is extremely difficult for selection boards to determine who is best. 
The 360-degree evaluation, however, is not the answer. Its value is in the self-awareness it 
provides to officers, allowing them to compare their own views of themselves to those of 
seniors, peers, and subordinates; in the context of this article, there is no indication that  
a 360-degree format would more effectively identify officers predisposed toward personal 
conduct prejudicial to command. None of the flag officers interviewed for this study  
supported wholesale changes to the fitness report system, and all believed that the  
reporting senior is the correct person—not peers or subordinates—to evaluate the suit-
ability of officers for promotion and selection. However, something must be done in order 
to improve the fitness report’s utility in screening out adverse behavioral tendencies.

Fundamental problems with today’s fitness report system in identifying behavioral 
shortcomings are its lack of explicit evaluation with respect to ethical standards, the ten-
dency of senior officers to reward mission accomplishment and performance regardless 
of personal failures, and the fact that all officers from ensign to captain are evaluated 
on the same criteria. The fitness report grades seven quantitative performance traits: 
“Professional Expertise,” “Command or Organizational Climate/Equal Opportunity,” 
“Military Bearing/Character,” “Teamwork,” “Mission Accomplishment and Initiative,” 
“Leadership,” and “Tactical Performance.” Military bearing is the trait widely considered 
to be the category for documenting issues concerning physical fitness and body com-
position (i.e., body-mass index), although by regulation (and as indicated on the form 
itself) it also includes character, appearance, demeanor, conduct, physical standards, 
and adherence to Navy core values.43 The core values include honor, and honor (as the 
admiral quoted above noted) implies integrity. But should we have to dig three levels to 
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evaluate integrity, and should it be masked in the block regarded as concerning physical 
fitness? Not if we think it is important. In comparison, the Army’s Officer Evaluation 
Report requires input on all seven of the service’s core values as part of the character 
evaluation of the officer, including integrity and selfless service. Such specific evaluation 
of character is required to emphasize the priorities we desire in commanding officers. 

{LINE-SPACE}
Only a small percentage of commanding officers are being fired for personal miscon-
duct, but the number is too high, and it continues to grow. Like the aviation mishap 
rate in the early 2000s, the magnitude of this problem can be significantly reduced, but 
only through elevation of this issue as a standing concern by the highest levels of leader-
ship. While every flag officer interviewed for this article sees CO misconduct as an issue 
requiring attention, there does not seem to be consensus that it urgently demands trans-
formational change. I think it does.

As noted, the Navy has taken some steps. Behavioral standards for COs are tighter 
than ever. The Chief of Naval Operations has issued a personal message to all command-
ing officers outlining standards of conduct.44 A 360-degree evaluation has been included 
as part of the training process prior to assuming a command billet, as recommended by 
the 2004 Naval IG study.45 Unit command-climate evaluation results are visible at higher 
echelons of leadership. Finally, each session of the Navy Command Leadership School, 
attended by officers ordered to command billets, is addressed by senior flag officers on 
ethical behavior. But instead of waiting for officers to be screened for command before 
setting and enforcing standards, we need a fundamental, enduring shift and meaningful, 
career-long training on integrity and character. 

Several changes are recommended. First of all, leadership must elevate the priority of 
ethical behavior and emphasize the need for change—including the creation of a central 
database of every CO relieved of command owing to personal or professional failures 
(recording the specific cause for the dismissal as well as demographic data), to facilitate 
future tracking and analysis. Second, the Navy must undertake an explicit campaign to 
set standards of integrity and honorable behavior. Personal integrity should be at the 
forefront of the service’s human-capital strategy and must be reflected in policy at the 
highest levels. Consideration should be given to expanding the Navy’s core values to 
include explicit mention of character, or at least to a redoubling of efforts to develop 
the concept of honor in our service. “Honor, courage, commitment, and character” has 
a nice ring to it (though “integrity,” “humility,” “trustworthiness,” and numerous other, 
similar terms could work in the place of “character”). This campaign should include 
regular, lively, and meaningful emphasis on ethical behavior for all Navy personnel.

Finally, the officer fitness report, a powerful tool for embedding an organizational 
culture, should be modified in format and in concept to measure explicitly what lead-
ers want to see, specifically addressing character and integrity.46 This change should be 
accompanied by training for reporting seniors on ethical expectations and on the need 
to include every aspect of individuals, including personal integrity, when determining 
who is qualified for command. With this proposal, let the debate begin on the merits of 
this study, on its conclusions and recommendations, and on alternative methods of rais-
ing the bar of commanding officer behavior, integrity, and moral character. 
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REVISITING THE NAVY’S MORAL 
COMPASS

Has Commanding Officer Conduct Improved?

Captain Jason A. Vogt, U.S. Navy

Nobody trusts or has confidence in leaders who believe they cannot be held 
accountable for what they do.

Admiral John C. Harvey, Jr., U.S. Navy 

The U.S. Navy continues to suffer from poor decision making among a small number 
of commanding officers (COs), as demonstrated by continued headlines: “Squadron 
Commander Relieved of Duty after Alleged Drunk Driving Incident”;1 “Amphib 
[amphibious force] CO Fired, Source Says Linked to Alleged Bribery Scheme”;2 “Sub 
Commander Relieved of Duty after Woman Alleges He Faked Death to End Affair”;3 
“Navy Investigates ex–Blue Angels Commander after Complaint He Allowed Sexual 
Harassment”;4 and “Navy Skipper Abdicated Command.”5 Since the publication in these 
pages in 2012 of Captain Mark F. Light’s “The Navy’s Moral Compass,” individual cases 
of Navy commanding officers making poor decisions of such kinds have continued to 
trouble Navy leadership.6 Considering that more than 2,350 Navy billets are designated 
as command positions, the infrequency of such events reflects the dedication of most 
commanding officers.7 In fact, as Vice Admiral Thomas Copeman, addressing the specif-
ics of a misconduct event as Commander, Naval Surface Force, U.S. Pacific Fleet, wrote 
in 2014, “In my experience [the violations] are beyond rare; they are . . . wholly unrepre-
sentative of the supremely talented men and women filling positions of leadership.”8 

While it involves overall a statistically low percentage of commanding officers, con-
tinued misbehavior reinforces Captain Light’s assessment that it is a potential integrity 
issue for the Navy. In the three years since the original article, substantial debate has 
occurred, and corrective actions have been taken by the Navy. Is it enough? Is it even 
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moving in the right direction? This article reviews Captain Light’s findings and updates 
his analysis with subsequent data; explains and assesses actions taken by Navy leader-
ship since 2011 to improve the quality of commanding officers; and explores additional 
variables in today’s debate on commanding officer behavior. Finally, the article presents 
recommendations to reduce future personal indiscretions by commanding officers.

The Moral Compass and Inspector General’s Report 2010

“The Navy’s Moral Compass” reviewed and analyzed data provided by the Career 
Progression Division of the Naval Personnel Command (NPC) on CO “detachments for 
cause” (DFCs) from 1999 through 2010.9 These data sorted firings into two broad cat-
egories (as resulting from professional or personal-conduct reasons), then broke down 
the latter by community (air, surface, submarine, etc.), rank, and duty type. Captain 
Light academically analyzed that material and concluded that the Navy had to accom-
plish three tasks to elevate the quality of the commanding officer corps and the character 
of naval leadership.10 

First, Navy leadership had to establish a sense of urgency, not just to deal with issues 
quickly (and publicly, to maintain transparency), but also to effect change that would 
preclude unscrupulous actions in the first place. Second, he argued, the Navy needed 
to set an ethical and moral standard (preferably in writing, as the Army did in Army: 
Profession of Arms and the Army Operating Concept of 2010) to help create a shift in the 
Navy mind-set and culture as a whole.11 Finally, the Navy had to improve the metrics, 
specifically the documentation, in periodic evaluations under the Bureau of Personnel’s 
Fitness Report and Counseling Record, of potential moral shortcomings. Captain Light 
concluded with three recommendations, first that Navy leadership elevate the priority 
of ethical behavior, establishing a central database of reliefs of COs owing to personal 
or professional failures to facilitate tracking and analysis. Additionally, he urged them 
to undertake a campaign to set standards of integrity and honorable behavior. Lastly, he 
argued, the officer fitness report ought to be modified in format and concept to address 
character and integrity specifically.12

Concurrently with the original publication of “The Navy’s Moral Compass,” the Navy 
Inspector General (IG) released a study on reliefs of commanding officers for cause.13 

Focusing on firings between 1 January 2005 and 30 June 2010, the report determined 
the Navy’s overall commanding officer DFC firing rate to be low—approximately 1 per-
cent per year, with a small variance from year to year. It saw no correlation between CO 
DFCs and career paths, personality traits, accession sources, time in command, or year 
groups; however, it noted a preponderance of Navy-wide CO reliefs for personal miscon-
duct.14 In personal misconduct instances, it appears, fired COs either lacked the insight 
into their own motives and weaknesses that might have prevented unacceptable behavior 
or felt they had the power to conceal the misconduct (the “Bathsheba Syndrome”).15 
Furthermore, the study had found that implementation of four recommendations of a 
2004 Navy Inspector General DFC study had had no discernible impact on the DFC 
rate (though the recommendations themselves were valid and represented a solid 
foundation for long-term reduction).16 The 2010 report concluded with three further 
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recommendations. The first was to establish an officer leadership training continuum 
from accession through major command, a continuum under a single “owner,” to pro-
vide consistency in curriculum development and execution. Second, improved oversight 
by immediate superiors in command (ISICs) would better identify potential or ongoing 
issues earlier. Third, it recommended that the Navy enforce existing requirements for 
Command Climate Assessments and their executive summaries.17 

Actions and Reactions

Whether in response to the two 2010 publications or, as a matter of coincidence, to con-
tinued (and sometimes very public) CO failures, Navy leadership began taking steps in 
early 2011 to address the trend. Admiral John C. Harvey, Jr., Commander, Fleet Forces 
Command, recognized that the majority of detachments for cause of COs during his 
tenure had been for personal misconduct, a fact that he confronted in a memorandum to 
his subordinates and through his official Navy blog.18 This public acknowledgment was 
the first of several initiatives by senior Navy officials to instill more honor and integrity 
in the position of commanding officer.

The “Charge of Command”

By June 2011 Admiral Gary Roughead, then Chief of Naval Operations (CNO), distrib-
uted a “Charge of Command”—a memorandum notifying current and prospective com-
manding officers of his expectation that each of them would meet the highest standards 
of personal and professional conduct while in command.19 Roughead’s memo addressed 
three essential principles he, as CNO, considered to constitute the heart and soul of 
command: authority, responsibility, and accountability. His document tied these prin-
ciples both to the tradition of naval command and to Title 10 of the U.S. Code, which 
speaks to the standards of conduct by individuals in command.20 His successor, Admiral 
Jonathan W. Greenert, reissued and reinforced the Charge of Command, requiring serv-
ing and prospective commanding officers not only to review the memorandum but to 
sign it with their immediate superiors as a compact between Navy leadership and Navy 
commanders and commanding officers.21 This step created not only a counseling oppor-
tunity and mentoring tool but also a contract between the Navy and its commanding 
officers regarding personal conduct. 

The Command Qualification Program

Admiral Greenert further codified the process of setting standards and identifying future 
commanding officers by introducing a Command Qualification Program.22 Released in 
June 2012 with an implementation deadline of 1 September 2012, the governing instruc-
tion plainly set out policy, procedures, and basic, minimum standards for the qualifying 
and screening of naval officers for command. Until then individual communities had 
determined for themselves how to go about selecting their future commanding officers. 
This autonomy had resulted in sometimes widely varying criteria. Now, for the first time, 
the Navy applied minimum standards across all officer “designators” (e.g., unrestricted 
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line, Supply Corps) and required, among other things, that potential commanding offi-
cers be screened by an administrative board. In support of the Command Qualification 
Program, the Command Leadership School’s Command Course, required for prospec-
tive commanding officers, instituted a written test covering tenets of leadership, duties 
and responsibilities of commanding officers, and authorities as laid down in U.S. Navy 
Regulations and the Uniform Code of Military Justice.23 

Admiral Greenert further approved a Navy Leader Development Strategy, to promote 
leader character development, emphasize ethics, and reinforce the service’s “core val-
ues.” The strategy called for a career-long continuum to develop leaders and for a focus 
on character development to help young officers prepare for command.24 The strategy 
led to the evolution of the Command Leadership School into the Naval Leadership 
and Ethics Center (NLEC).25 Aligned with the Naval War College, in Newport, Rhode 
Island, NLEC now develops curriculum and performs assessment to instill the tenets 
of ethical leadership throughout the Navy; to develop and guide leaders with a strong 
sense of responsibility, authority, and accountability; and to impart commitment to the 
Navy’s core values and ethos to sailors.26 Vice Admiral Walter E. “Ted” Carter, Jr., now 
superintendent of the U.S. Naval Academy but at the time a rear admiral and President 
of the Naval War College, described the establishment of NLEC as “an opportunity to 
take a more proactive approach in improving a culture of character development in con-
junction with continued command leader education” with a goal of “improved leader 
development.”27 With a consistent qualification program and a focus at NLEC on ethical 
and character expectations, clear standards and expectations are now set for current and 
future commanding officers.

Command Climate Assessments

Recent events have brought renewed rigor to the Defense and Navy Departments’ Equal 
Opportunity programs, specifically regarding race, gender, and sexual orientation and 
addressing issues ranging from hazing to harassment, assault, and fraternization. One 
measure of the program’s effectiveness is the Command Climate Assessment, a survey 
that should occur within ninety days after a new CO assumes command, with annual 
follow-up assessments during the command tour.28 The Navy’s use of the Command 
Climate Assessment to support its equal opportunity program goes back many years, 
with little change in responsibilities defined for the ISIC and commanding officer.29 

Unfortunately, over the years many commands did not fully execute the program, typi-
cally using the results largely for “internal consumption” and not making a priority to 
forward results to ISICs. This resulted in inconsistent application of lessons learned. Two 
developments have refocused the Equal Opportunity program and renewed interest in 
the Command Climate Assessment: the repeal of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” and increased 
scrutiny on the military’s Sexual Assault Prevention & Response program. These issues 
have made the Command Climate Assessment a useful tool both within the unit and as 
a measure of that unit up the chain of command. 

While the Command Climate Assessment cannot alone identify CO wrongdoing  
or personal misconduct, it can warn the ISIC to pay close attention to individual 
commanding officers who may need assistance, guidance, or stricter oversight. Such 
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thoroughness by the ISIC would match the 2010 Navy Inspector General’s recommen-
dation that existing requirements for Command Climate Assessments be enforced.30 

Unfortunately, for a period after publication of the report there were no assessments at 
all; contractual issues with the company responsible for maintaining the servers involved 
prevented surveys for approximately six months in late 2012 and early 2013.31 With the 
resumption of surveys has come renewed Navy leadership emphasis: commands now 
must use a “triangulation” method, utilizing multiple sources of information (e.g., the 
surveys themselves, records reviews, and focus groups, interviews, and observations by 
command assessment teams).32 Renewed emphasis on ISIC involvement, to include  
follow-up reports on actions taken in response to assessments, should make the 
Command Climate Assessment a more useful tool in the future.

Reactions and Response

A consequence of the increasing importance of social media and “viral” networks is 
nearly immediate discussion of changes or potential changes in the way business is con-
ducted. This was the case with the Charge of Command; feedback varied from strong 
support to outright aversion. The Association of the United States Navy was quick to 
announce support: “Admiral Gary Roughead’s legacy to the nation will be an inspiration 
to the officers and leaders that will follow him.”33 Some blogs condemned the document, 
one calling the Charge of Command “a pathetic response to the real problem we have 
with COs being fired. Only a fonctionaire [sic] thinks that a bit of paper can substitute 
for solid leadership and a culture of honor and integrity—but that is the decision that 
has been made.”34 Military-interest publications such as Navy Times were quick to note 
each step to improve leadership, with requisite editorial comment. Meanwhile, each CO 
firing has continued to be a “front page” headline. Websites like SailorBob.com, a U.S. 
Naval Institute–sponsored professional forum for Surface Warfare Officers, now offer 
informal environments where members can discuss and argue about the directions taken 
by Navy leadership, debate the conclusions of various studies, and dissect each firing 
event.35 In this and other, similar forums hosted by naval warfare communities, virtual 
peer pressure offers an additional deterrent to misconduct while individual events and 
issues are deliberated. However, debate and opinion pieces do not sufficiently measure 
success. Continued analysis of commanding officer firings will be necessary to deter-
mine whether the adjustments that have been made are meaningful.

2011–2013 Data and Trend Analysis

The intention for this article was to update Captain Light’s data directly, by 
requesting DFC data for 2011 through 2013 from the source he used, the Career 
Progression Division of the Naval Personnel Command. However, owing to ongo-
ing official investigations and the ever-increasing scrutiny of CO firings, the data 
were not forthcoming. But comparable statistics can be collected from other sources, 
including the Freedom of Information Act. Moreover, as the topic of COs being 
removed from command has high visibility, firing events have been documented by 
not only Navy Times but numerous websites, chat rooms, and blogs.36 
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