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“Nearly all men can stand adversity, but if you want to test a man’s character, give him power”
- Abraham Lincoln

thics are a fundamental component of leadership.. My life has been permeated with
ethical challenges that helped me learn about myself and the world around me. Through
such experiences we build our character, which is one of the most important elements of
leadership. Other leadership elements, like our value systems, the goals that we set for
ourselves and for our organizations, our actions, and our interaction and relationships with others, all
lead to changes in our environment and contribute to the legacy we leave behind.
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I grew up in a communist country where the individual was hidden behind some form of
collectivism—be it the party, the leading elite, or the workers’ unions. Individual rights were suppressed,
but equally, select individuals absolved from the consequences of their misuse of power. Indeed, the
term hardly existed. Lack of freedom of speech meant that entire citizenry were deprived of the right to
speak up, creating an illusion for the masses—and the system looked at the citizenry as the masses—
that the system functioned flawlessly.
In a war that was particularly brutal to civilians and that applied the strategy of scorched earth
and mass rape as weapons of choice, I found myself, among other hardships of war that I witnessed, in
the midst of a cluster bomb explosion during a rocket attack on Zagreb by the Serb rebel forces on 2
May of 1995. But I also had to live with the fact that there were crimes committed by our own forces,
and we were supposed to be “the good guys.” And then I lived through reconciliation with the former
adversaries. Those were times permeated with moral dilemmas and ethical challenges. How do you
forgive whereas you cannot forget? How do you distinguish between what should be set aside and what
should be historical lessons for posterity? How do you decide who will be given absolution—a process
indispensable to any reconciliation—and at the same time provide justice for the victims? How do you
know that you have not made grave mistakes in all that? How do you know? You imagine the kind of
future that you would like to see and work to achieve it.
As a diplomat I have enjoyed privileges and immunities, whose aim is to provide for the security
of diplomatic personnel and the normal and unobstructed functioning of diplomatic missions. However,
I have seen those abused by individuals who considered themselves exempt from justice and thought
these powers gave them the right to break the receiving country’s laws or at least hold them in
contempt.
And as a politician, I have seen leaders with great potential not pass the test of character when
they rose to power. The lack of their willpower to resist the temptation has led to worse ethical failures.
I have seen charismatic leaders fall prey to the Bathsheba syndrome,1 leaders who became so blinded by
power that they forgot that power will not keep their actions invisible forever.
Politics can be brutal. In politics you are often exposed to intrigue, slander, and backstabbing.
However, my starting—and ending—point was always to stay true to my own personal standards, my
own internal compass.
Leaders have a particular responsibility to enforce ethical standards because they hold both the
power and the responsibility to exert change.
My life’s experiences have taught me that ethical leadership means first and foremost staying
true to oneself and remaining firmly grounded in reality, recognizing that we—leaders and
subordinates—are all equal in our obligations to respect the same laws and ethical standards. Political or
diplomatic immunity does not give us the right to misuse it, and it does not give us absolution from
breaking the law. Ethical leadership means to treat others as you would like to be treated yourself:
Treat everyone with dignity and respect regardless of their ethnic, religious or social background, gender
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or political beliefs, rank or file. It means giving everyone a chance at learning, expression, development
and promotion. Ethical leadership carries with it an obligation to use power and authority for the
common good—to improve the lives of others. It means motivating, leading others to do good, to make
a difference for a better world. I strongly believe in altruism as a component of ethical leadership.
We have a responsibility well beyond our official functions, as human beings. We have to build
professional ethics upon our personal ethics. Fairness, caring, and compassion for others have to lead us
in our professional and personal lives.
Rather than on failures, in this article I want to concentrate on the positive aspects that touch
upon organizational and transformational leadership. I will demonstrate how I have applied my personal
and professional ethics through concentrating on two aspects on my work: reform of my division at
NATO and improving the way we do business.
Accountability, inclusiveness and respect for the individual as driving principles of reform
When I joined the North Atlantic Treaty Organization as the Assistant Secretary General for
Public Diplomacy, I had two overarching goals: To reform the structure of what was widely perceived to
be a bloated and cumbersome division that was not making the best use of its financial resources and
human treasure; and to improve the way that we do business, to better coordinate our public diplomacy
outreach and messaging.
NATO’s Public Diplomacy Division, as the coordinator of NATO’s Strategic Communications
Policy and an overall forum for streamlining security debate, required a vigorous reform. In my view the
division had to be flexible, ready and able to respond to challenges and changes in the security and
information domains, ready to learn and ready to share knowledge.
For the division, it was clear, not only to the member nations of the Alliance, but also to the
divisional staff that we needed a restructuring because our systems did not work, because the
communications environment was changing, and because our resources were—and continue to—shrink.
The division had gone through three separate restructurings in five years, exhausting the staff and
burning any enthusiasm for change, but these past restructurings had split portfolios artificially and
created directorates without directors and failed to bring sections and processes together. Instead of
stimulating innovation and rewarding teamwork across the division, the existing structure perpetuated
an environment of negative competition for staff time and resources. Previous restructurings also failed
to remove the incentives to hold on to information rather than circulating it as the lifeblood of the
division. The structures were rigid and isolating, and Alliance management considered the division both
top-heavy and over-resourced.
However, as I noted, the divisional staff were not only exhausted, they had lost faith in the
endless shuffling of management and portfolios. Additionally, due to the need to reduce the overall
level of staff, the number of senior managers—very capable and long serving international civil
servants—needed to be reduced. There was simply no interest in discussing a new way of doing
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business, especially with fewer staff, much less undertaking the difficult work of designing and
implementing a real reform.
For any reform to succeed the leader-manager has to keep her subordinates involved and create
a critical mass, a team who will lead towards change and help others adjust. Organizational leadership
includes employees’ involvement, effective listening, and internal strategic communications. I did not
want anyone left out.
It is important that the leader take into account the interests of others as well as the interests of
the organization and the greater community within which it functions. Respect and loyalty to our
organization, to our team, are for me the most cherished values. As a leader you have to get to know
your team, all your staff. I thought that it was only ethical, that it was only right, to give every single
member an opportunity to state their opinion, their views, and their own goals. I wanted to give them
an opportunity to grow, to learn, to excel. I wanted the process to be about empowering others. A
leader should always support her team, respect them, and work with them to accomplish mutual goals.
And a true leader demonstrates that she is not above the team but part of it.
Successful management of the division required a combination of directing and participatory
management styles, based on the principles of individual accountability and responsibility, but with a
strong emphasis on team work and team spirit. Leaders have to enforce hierarchy, but in a collaborative,
participative atmosphere, where they themselves remain motivating and accessible managers, who
bring direction, set their expectations and communicate them clearly, reward and recognize a job well
done, to include the effort and motivation of her team.
Ethically, however, the need for accountability was my top priority—not only accountability to
the Secretary General, the organization and the Allied nations and our citizens for the best use of
resources in times of financial austerity, but also to the staff of the division, to recognize the inherent
and ongoing value of work, but to make the hard choices. We simply had to do better with the resources
with which we were entrusted—human and financial—to develop a well-functioning, reliable division in
which stakeholders trusted and could confidently continue to invest.
The reform of the division has been largely a success, although not without significant ethically
quandaries.
As we streamlined the division, and as the positions of senior managers were eliminated, I
worked closely with these individuals, and more broadly within the NATO Headquarters, to identify
career opportunities outside Public Diplomacy. This was not easy, and in some cases, continues to be an
issue. For these individuals, the PDD reform was a significant shift—in the new streamlined structure,
their positions were no longer stand-alone jobs. Professionally and personally, for several, this was a
significant blow. Ethically balancing the needs of these colleagues and friends with the overall needs and
demands of the division has been one of my greatest challenges, and I am still working through the
ramifications each day.
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However, at the very base of this issue, as a leader, accountability starts with me. I am
accountable to my colleagues, yes, but also to NATO as an organization and to the nations we serve.
Ethical Communications
At NATO, in our public diplomacy, in our messaging, in our relations with key opinions, the
media, our citizens in member nations and populations around the world, our focus is squarely placed
into an ethical frame. Our overarching tenet is not new; it was best encapsulated by American journalist
and diplomat Edward R. Murrow, a founder of the modern art of public diplomacy, who said that “To be
persuasive we must be believable; to be believable we must be credible; to be credible we must be
truthful. It is as simple as that.”
An ever more complex information environment—along with rapid technological advances—has
affected the nature of modern warfare, which is increasingly being fought in the information domain. In
his On War, Von Clausewitz outlined gaining public opinion as one of the three main objectives of
warfare.2 Technology has democratized communications but has also made it increasingly difficult to
exercise control. Adversaries effectively utilize communication capabilities and loose networks to
disseminate propaganda and build support. In the 24/7 media cycle, the speed of adaptation required is
unrelenting. With a click of a button anyone can disseminate information all over the world. How do we
respond to the need for immediate response while at the same making sure we are telling the truth,
that we are not deceiving? How do we verify the truth especially when we do not have boots on the
ground?
Most actors and organizations are bound by a code of ethics that is founded in principles such as
truth, honesty, and transparency. Other actors are not bound by either and are able to weaponize ethics
in order to better achieve greater leverage against their opponents. Propaganda is a weapon and one
arguably more powerful than any other.
The information that we provide, however, must be accurate, timely, relevant, and credible. The
narrative must be clear and consistent in order to anchor messages and maintain credibility.
This ethical standard is what governs our work, fundamentally, in NATO’s public diplomacy.
However, it does sometimes mean that we aren’t as nimble as we would like. For example, in
Afghanistan or during our operations in Libya, sometimes media reports—often based on social media—
would present unsubstantiated information. While an immediate response would always be preferable,
NATO’s policy is that we verify all information before we deny, confirm, or inform the public.
Sometimes, especially during the rapidly evolving situation in Libya, information was close to impossible
to confirm in a timely manner. Investigations could take days. However, being clear in our facts, and
always presenting the truth when we could finally confirm facts, safeguarded and enhanced our longer
reputation. In the longer term, truthfulness and credibility is a lot more important than speed.
Most importantly, it is an ethical way ahead that will endure the test of time and scrutiny years
down the road yet still achieve both the military and political end state of our campaign.
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Though leaders, analysts, reporters, and commentators knew that while NATO couldn’t always
be immediate in our response, it was trustworthy when it was presented. We continue that ethical path
in our communication products. The Alliance’s publication, NATO Review, and our video productions
through the NATO Channel, always seek to present a balanced point of view, and frequently search for
the untold stories of NATO operations. As Edward Murrow said, we can only be believable when we
present the truth. In other words, if we are not ethical, we are not doing our jobs.
NATO is not just a military and political organization. It is an alliance of values: freedom,
democracy, and human rights. The attraction of membership serves as a catalyst of democratization, of
important domestic political, economic, and defense reforms and regional stabilization in prospective
member countries.
For me NATO also represents many other values, such as freedom of choice, of different
opinion, the right to protest and express one’s views. In our work, we have to stand for and reflect our
organizational values in everything we do. But we also have to treat others with respect. We must not
ignore other points of view. Perhaps the best illustration of that is our engaging with the protesters
against the NATO Summit in Chicago in 3May of 2012. Indeed our NATO Channel TV produced a story
about protesters and their views and aired it together with our other programming.
In closing, if I may set the way ahead for you who are studying to be leaders: There are many
great books on leadership. By all means, follow their advice. But also, follow your instincts and stand up
for your beliefs. What I’ve learned throughout my life is that everything has a purpose. No situation in
life, whether good or bad, will last forever. Every fall is a new step up. Every difficult moment has its
purpose—to teach us to appreciate the good ones. To stay firmly grounded knowing that nothing—not
power, nor adversity—will last forever. But we will remain. And it is our choice in what capacity.

1

The concept is based on the biblical story of King David and Bathsheba. David defeated Goliath and
saved Israel, but later, as king, he ordered his servants to bring Bathsheba to him and seduced her. She
became pregnant and David invited her husband Uriah, one of his best generals, to the court plotting to
get him drunk and make him sleep with Bathsheba. However, Uriah refuses to drink and enjoy while his
troops are in the battlefield and then David deliberately sends him to certain death in battle. “Success
produces complacency, hubris, and a sense of privileged access. (…) It may also involve a cognitive
dimension in which leaders do not think that impartial ethical standards apply to them because they are
in a position of power.” (Joseph S Nye Jr. The Powers to Lead, Oxford University Press, 2008) Although
the leader recognizes the general force of moral requirements as they are applied to others, he or she
may fail to see that these requirements apply to him or her as well.’ John W. Kingdon (2003): Agendas,
Alternatives, and Public Policies, 2nd ed., New York: Longman, 181.
2
Von Clausewitz, On War, Section III; Strategy.
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