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“I hope I shall possess firmness and virtue enough to maintain what I consider the most enviable
of all titles, the character of an honest man” - George Washington

O

n a chilly November day in 2012, Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta issued a memo to
the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Martin Dempsey, ordering a
comprehensive review of the Department of Defense’s ethics training program. The
move, which came on the heels of increasing senior leader ethical transgressions,
signaled frustration and anxiety within a Department scarred by more than a decade of ethical and
conduct related scandals. Secretary Panetta’s concern over senior leaders exercising poor judgment and
unethical behavior is shared by the ranks of uniformed personnel.
Military leaders are granted a position of trust and responsibility. To be successful, these leaders
must possess and apply a number of critical attributes and qualities. General Raymond Odierno, Army
Chief of Staff, opined that military leaders must possess high moral and ethical standards and
exceptional emotional and physical toughness.11Subordinates expect and deserve leaders who make
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decisions based on high moral standards, and effective leaders must demonstrate integrity in order to
win support for their decisions. Once safe in the knowledge that subordinates trust their word and their
ability to make sound decisions, particularly when there is no time for doubt or double checking, leaders
can then focus on developing subordinates into leaders.2
Ethical leaders must combine resolute action with integrity and first rate character to serve as
positive and effective role models for their subordinates. Without integrity and character, a leader
cannot motivate or mold a subordinate’s behavior to achieve the best results. Successful leadership
requires that an individual exert positive influence, honest stewardship, and mentorship of subordinates
to achieve common goals.
Some people are born leaders. They exude the qualities of leadership from early childhood all
the way into their adult lives. A natural born leader rises to the occasion whenever a situation demands,
often initially acting alone, prompting others to follow. Most, however, must learn about and practice
leadership. One way to learn is by serving under exceptional leaders. But it is a hard earned skill honed
through individual experience, education, training, and professional development opportunities. Leaders
must motivate and discipline subordinates so that officers, both commissioned and non-commissioned,
and enlisted personnel look to their respective leaders for guidance. Ethical and unethical leader
behaviors undoubtedly impact this process since leaders model behaviors that will be emulated. The
leader/subordinate relationship engenders feelings of trust or distrust, which ultimately influences
subordinate decision making and performance of duties. The willingness of subordinates to share
workplace or personal concerns with their superior is a tell-tale sign that trust exists. Trust, which is easy
to lose and extremely hard or impossible to regain, is born with the knowledge that the leader will react
in the best ethical interests of the individual, the organization, and the mission.
Trust between those who share the same goals is essential in creating an ethical organization. It
begins with leaders in charge of the affairs of the organization and forms the basis for healthy
competition in which subordinates attempt to outperform each other with a view toward advancing the
needs of the organization. Conditional trust requires that all individuals act according to the same
ethical standards set by the profession and/or organization. Lack of adherence to or enforcement of
these standards creates mistrust among members of the organization. If trust is questioned, especially
where there is shared understanding among all concerned, there tends to be a breakdown of
communication and performance between leaders and subordinates and vice versa. When individuals
trust in the credibility, ethics, and motives of their leaders, they tend to abide by the rules created by
the organization and often feel the need to modify their behavior to comply with rather than break the
rules. Trust in any organization improves the working environment and creates an ethical climate.
An ethical leader’s role is to set the example for subordinates. The leader models behavior that
allows everyone in the organization to avoid and triumph over unethical temptation. Ethical leadership
requires far more than being “good” and possessing the “right” values. Good people do not always make
exceptional leaders nor do they always make ethical decisions. A good person can fall prey to
temptation, but an ethical leader must find the intestinal fortitude to fight temptation and positively
influence others to do the same. General William “Kip” Ward, formerly the Commander of the United
States Africa Command, is a recent example of a good person making unethical decisions. In November
2012, he was demoted and retired after a 17 month Inspector General investigation. According to the
final report, General Ward spent thousands of taxpayer dollars on extravagant travel and
accommodations. He was ordered to repay the U.S. government $82,000.
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The audacity of Ward’s unethical choices stained what was an otherwise successful career. His
choices cost him the respect of those he led and many others across the Army. More importantly,
America lost the years of investment that went into the making of a senior general. Ethics programs,
such as the one under review by General Dempsey, are designed to train and equip leaders with the
tools that support exemplary leader development. But somehow, whether from societal decay or “rot in
the ranks,”3 the Department of Defense now faces an ethical crisis from which no one is free from
indictment and for which no clear solution is at hand.
Too often, people make the mistake of assuming that ethics are only for leaders at the top, but
nothing could be further from the truth. All members of an organization, regardless of where they fit
into the hierarchy of their organization, must embrace an ethical code of conduct to support
organizational well-being. Leaders must establish mechanisms to ensure that all members of the
organization observe the rules of ethical behavior. This not only improves organizational credibility and
effectiveness, but it also ensures that the organization survives and thrives. Such an environment
promotes harmony and esprit-de-corps.
It is paramount that the Department of Defense embraces the challenge of developing a new
breed of leader. Members of America’s military have been long held to a higher standard of ethics than
the society they serve. This should not change. What must change are the methods by which we arm
our forces with the skills required to cultivate a trusting environment while remaining committed to a
collective ethical code in a national culture that is adrift in selfish concerns. Secretary Panetta opened
the door to change. The Department of Defense must now collectively step through this door and reset
our ethical compass to nurture and enable an extraordinary group of leaders who are strong and
ethically ready to stand up to an uncertain future.
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