
Leadership
in military units

and business 

15

Leadership in military combat
units and business

organizations
A comparative psychological analysis

Micha Popper
Department of Psychology, Haifa University, Haifa, Israel

Leadership is one of the most common and least understood phenomena in the world.

Thus Burns[1] begins his book on leadership. However, despite the lack of
clarity from the research point of view, there seems to be agreement and
understanding with regard to the nature of leadership in practice, at least on the
intuitive level. As defined by Kotter[2], a well-known researcher on the subject,
leadership is “getting people to act without coercion”. Similar definitions have
been offered by the most prominent writers on leadership[3,4], According to this
view, as Mintzberg[5] points out, the manager (like the military commander)
does many things: co-ordination, logistics, management of information, of
budgets and so forth. One of their roles is leadership: motivating people to
perform tasks to the best of their ability.

Based on the definition by Kotter and the prominent researchers of
leadership, I will attempt in this article to characterize leadership patterns and
classify them, according to differential organizational psychology contexts,
along a continuum of leadership behaviour.

The analysis and discussion will focus more on military leadership because
(as will be explained in the body of the article) on the suggested continuum
military leadership constitutes a very clear and prominent reference point for
comparative analysis of types of leadership in organizations.

The distinct character of military leadership in combat units was clearly
demonstrated by Gabriel and Savage[6], who dealt with the leadership crisis
among US army officers in Vietnam. They compared military leaders with
managers in the civilian business sector and their main argument was that the
combat officers in Vietnam were overly influenced by the business management
ethos. In fact, they behaved as “battle managers” but were not able to “provide
the required military leadership”. The comparative analysis of those
researchers was done in structural functional terms. The present article aims to
analyse the social psychological meaning and the dynamics underlying military
leadership in comparison with leadership in civilian organizations, particularly
business ones, which represent the other end of the same continuum.

The starting point for this discussion is the description of leadership as an
interpersonal process, following an approach that views leadership as a central
phenomenon in the social psychology of groups and organizations[7]. This
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perspective, focusing on the psychological interaction between leader and led,
permits analysis of leadership in differential organizational and social contexts.

The relationship between leader and led
The relationship between the leader and the led is described in the literature
from two different perspectives[8,9]. One perspective describes this relationship
as a framework of exchange relations[10]. Leadership in this view is expressed
in the leader ability to make his/her people aware of a link between effort and
reward. The effective leader, according to the criteria of this approach, is a
sensitive psychological diagnostician, who accurately discerns his/her
subordinates’ needs and expectations and responds to them accordingly. Many
models have been developed (generally described in the literature as
contingency models) in which the leader is portrayed as a transactional leader.
A long series of researchers add variables whose essence is the mapping of
factors that influence the effectiveness of the “motivational transaction”
between leader and the led (see, for example, House[11]).

The second perspective describes the relationship between the leader and the
led as essentially emotional. The leader in this perspective, who is described by
images such as charismatic[8], visionary[3], and inspirational[4], is a person
who arouses emotions in his/her people that motivate them to act beyond the
framework of what may be described as exchange relations of “give and
take”[4]. Writers discussing leadership in this perspective have attempted to
describe the reasons, the processes and the characteristics of leaders who
succeed in arousing emotions that are sometimes so powerful that people are
even willing to sacrifice their lives for the leader.

With some degree of generalization, I suggest several alternative and/or
complementary psychological explanations for the emotional bond between the
leader and the led[8,9]. These explanations are examined below.

Psychological explanations for the emotional bond between the
leader and the led
The psychoanalytic explanation: transference
Psychoanalytic theories claim that parents have a critical effect on their
children’s psychic processes, particularly in the early years, which are a
formative period in personality development. Authority (the parents) and its
dynamics are major psychological factors that are expressed through the
process of transference. In other words, most people (except in extreme
pathological cases) have a deep-rooted longing and yearning for the feeling of
the small child who was protected by big, strong authority figures, letting
him/her live in Paradise, while they took all the responsibility. According to this
explanation, there is a constant inherent longing for leadership, a longing which
is regressive in nature. Leaders are authority figures, and thus objects of
transference (see, for example, Kets De Vries[12]).
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Projective and attributional explanations
The notions “projection” and “attribution” are close in terms of their explaining
the significance of the leader to the led. Projection is, on the one hand, a
psychological defence mechanism in case of negative emotions (the pot calling
the kettle black) and, on the other, a way of expressing desires that the
individual cannot for some reason fulfil in reality and so he/she projects them
on to someone else. Attribution theories claim that individuals make mental
“attributions”, that is, they naïvely and intuitively attribute assumptions of
cause and result between factors existing in their surroundings[13]. With the
help of these concepts of projection and attribution, we can describe three more
types of explanation for the emotional bond between the leader and the led.

The projective explanation is where the leader is his/her people’s “projected
being”, he/she is the expression of their desires and, as such, serves their “ego
expansion”. By projecting on to the leader, the led can feel stronger, more
successful, more competent.

The attribution explanation is as follows. The assumption underlying
attributional explanations relevant to leadership is that ambiguous situations
are too hard to bear[9]. In this context, leadership as an attributional solution is
an available and convenient response. People attribute to leaders knowledge of
the goal, the direction, order of priorities; briefly, the ability to “make sense of
things” in chaotic environments.

Another explanation that can be seen as attributional (although not in the
original research sense) relates to arguments proposed by psychologists such as
Frankl[14], that people have a basic need for meaning. According to this
approach, leaders are figures to whom people attribute the ability to give
meaning. Through the use of symbols, expressions that show vision, and
behaviour of symbolic value, leaders serve as catalysts giving new meanings to
their people’s feelings and actions. In other words, leaders may create affective
impact by arousing what Shamir[8] calls the “worthiness motive”. This is a
component of self concept that is expressed, among other things, by the wish to
belong to certain groups and collectives that dictate the criteria for doing
“worthy things”[9]. Leadership, in this sense, is a question of raising and
strengthening the “worthiness motive”, which is not related to the “usual
instrumental” motivation but to something essentially different: “normative
commitment”[15]. The nature of normative commitment and the “worthy
behaviour” motive is aptly summed up by President Kennedy’s famous saying:
“Ask not what your country can do for you, but what you can do for your
country”[16]. It appears, therefore, that part of the possible explanation for
leaders’ ability to create an emotional effect is related to their ability to express
the essence of a collective symbol which “recruits” the normative commitment
of the group’s members. I shall now discuss the relevance of the explanations
presented to the discussion on leadership in differential organizational contexts.

Leadership in various organizational contexts
The literature on leadership deals extensively with the issue of the leader’s
influence in generalized and monolithic terms, focusing mainly on the leader’s
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behaviour and style[8]. There is insufficient consideration of the psychological
conditions – resulting from the organizational context – which significantly
affect the leader’s impact[9]. The key concepts underlying this argument are
“needs” and “expectations”. These concepts permit dynamic analysis of the
leader’s influences in his/her various spheres of activity. The point of departure
for the argument presented is the claim of “hierarchy of needs” as expressed in
the well-known needs theories of Maslow[17] and Alderfer[18]. According to
these theories, the needs that motivate the individual’s actions operate
hierarchically in terms of the intensity of their effect on the individual’s life and
work. The assumption is that the need for security is central in accounting for
the leader’s influence. Thus, in a perceived ambiguous situation, the human
consciousness tries to create categories and schemata which introduce some
order in the perception of reality. Leadership is a possible and psychologically
convenient answer to the need for security. This argument can apply to
attributional as well as projective explanations. Ross and Andersen[19] describe
a phenomenon they define as “the fundamental attribution error”. This refers to
people’s tendency to attribute to “actors” in a given situation more causality
than the circumstances warrant. For example, Calder[20] pointed out that many
tended to attribute to various presidents of the USA prime importance in
changes that occurred in the US market even when these changes occurred so
close to the president’s election that they could not have been influenced by him.
Projection and transference serve the same function in stressful ambiguous
situations.

With the help of the psychological categories discussed here, we can now
characterize and classify leadership patterns in various organizations. The
proposed classification is based on analysis of the “response patterns” of an
organization’s members and the means by which the various types of response
are achieved. This division shows three ways of causing people to perform
tasks. These are, first, formal authority; second, use of reinforcements (positive
or negative); and third, emotional influence. These ways are used differentially
in different organizations. In “total institutions” formal authority is the main, if
not the sole, source for making members act. In business organizations people
are motivated to act by educated use of social rewards, material benefits,
prestige and so forth. In organizations such as combat units (as will be
elucidated below) the sources of motivation for action are mainly emotional.

Furthermore, the intensity of the individual’s response will differ in the
context of each of these sources. Formal authority will produce obedience,
educated use of rewards will elicit performance conditional on instrumental
rewards, while emotional influence may create willingness to do things that are
above and beyond the expected routine tasks including, for example, the
willingness to risk their lives. This argument can be summed up in Table I.

We see that the military combat unit is in the third category and, as stated,
this is a distinct and unique reference point for comparative analysis. From this
point of view, the military example is an ideal type of the kind of leadership
based on emotions, therefore I will expand on this example. This, in my opinion,
will permit a degree of generalization on the axis of distance from the ideal type
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presented by leadership in military combat units. We will examine, therefore,
the unique factors of military leadership in combat units.

Leadership in combat units
The essential difference between combat units and other, especially business,
organizations lies in their members’ “response relations”, namely, the
motivational base and the game rules in these organizations. Rohrlich[21], an
American psychiatrist who studied and counselled managers in the US sector,
sees the work of management in business organizations as a type of theatre in
which the main process is one of interaction between role identities. One of
Rohrlich’s clients describes the rules of the game: 

In my work I know exactly where we all stand, where everything belongs, we have specific
role descriptions, certain ways to dress every day, we have names and titles on our office doors,
we have clear identities. I am a vice president, 350 people who report to me all have a certain
rank on the ladder. No personal relationship is close enough to blur the lines of authority. In
fact, nothing is blurred by friendship or emotion. Everything is guided by doing business and
making profits. This is a kind of theatre; if you learn your lines well you are all right[21].

The exchange mechanism of “give and take” is the main ordering mechanism
between the leader and the led in business organizations. The “stage” and the
“scenery” in combat units are very different. In combat units, unlike business
organizations, there is an additional element that is extremely powerful: the
possibility of death, physical (or mental) injury is a close companion. The overt,

Behavioural Means of Main
Type of manifestation eliciting leadership Example of
response of response response pattern organizations

Obedience Minimal level Fear of Little room for Prisons
of activity, aimed punishment leadership
at avoiding
punishment or
not losing
privileges

Instrumental- Level of activity Social, material, Transactional Business
based response expressing effort, professional leadership organizations

connected with rewards
material and social
rewards, prestige
or professional
interest

Commitment Level of activity Emotional means Emotion-rousing Select military
expressing effort rooted in projection leadership units
or sacrifice not transference,
necessarily attribution, 
connected with symbolic
material rewards expression
or prestige

Table I.
Types of response
pattern, means of
eliciting response,

behavioural
manifestation of the

response, and
leadership patterns in
various organizations
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and even more, the suppressed level of anxiety, is incomparably higher than
anything that can be described in most organizations. Psychological conditions
such as these provide fertile soil for the formation and existence of regressive
psychological processes and the growth of projections related to leaders. In
other words, these conditions intensify the longing and desire for a leader who
is capable of reassuring and relieving deep anxieties. The leader, or the
longing for a leader, are always at the centre of the soldiers’ script (even if they
are not always aware of it) and, unlike the leader in business organizations,
the leader in a combat unit has an inherent powerful affective function. He
provides a response to deep emotional processes, and he himself generates
emotional processes. Thus, in addition to being a task leader, he is also a
“projection screen” and a focus of attributions which affect the expectations
directed towards him. The image of the military leader in combat units is of a
resolute and somewhat paternalistic figure, and this is by no means
accidental, since its sources, as mentioned, are in projective processes.

Several studies conducted on outstanding battalion commanders illustrate
this argument clearly. “The battalion is a family and the battalion commander is
its head”, said a company commander who was interviewed in one study[22].
He added in clarification, “I mention this in contrast to the atmosphere
prevalent in civilian organizations, where people say “I just work here”. Junior
officers were even more extreme. In their eyes: 

The battalion cannot be defined as just a place of work. It is a way of life, a shared tradition,
there are people who grew up with us from the role of tank commanders. The battalion is a
home that will be hard to leave[22].

The soldiers interviewed in the study added vivid descriptions that clearly
illustrated the family image and the commander’s place in this analogy:

The battalion is an Indian tribe, an Indian family, with the battalion commander and his
deputy at the center. The battalion commander is the grandfather, the chief; his deputy is the
grandmother; the company commanders are the parents; the soldiers are the children, and the
staff are the uncles, some of them good, some not[22].

It is interesting to note that this view was shared by commanders who were
interviewed in a separate study without their subordinates present. For
example, the commander of an engineering battalion describes his concept of
professionalism: “The professional part is very important because officers, too
(including company commanders), are still children who need guidance”[23].
The commander of another battalion said, “The battalion is like a home, a
family, I bring them up”.

The task of “bringing up” is central in the perception of combat unit
leaders, and is particularly prominent among the outstanding commanders.
An outstanding tank battalion commander described it in a way typical of
most of the commanders who were studied. “My life’s ambition is to educate
the next generation. We are the ones who mould them. It is a great privilege
and I take it very seriously”[23]. These self perceptions of commanders
illustrate that, in addition to the parents’ traditional roles of providing their
children with security, they also have symbolic roles which are expressed in
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their educational perspectives. The underlying assumption of these family
metaphors relates to the different sources of motivation and attachment to the
leader. In business organizations rewards are the major, and sometimes the
only means of obtaining the subordinates’ co-operation, whereas co-operation
in organizations like the army is also based on internalization of goals, and
the subordinates are motivated by a force defined by Etzioni as “normative
force”[24]. Similarly, Popper and Liphshitz[16] refer to different types of
commitment, distinguishing between instrumental commitment resulting
from evaluation of the rewards perceived, and normative commitment rooted
in the individual’s personal values. The essential difference between these two
types of commitment lies in the psychological processes involved. While
instrumental commitment is the product of evaluating cost/benefit at a given
time, normative commitment is not necessarily connected to the concept of
reward. Furthermore, there is evidence indicating that normative
commitment is strengthened in the absence of immediate rewards. (These
findings are consistent with psychological explanations such as cognitive
dissonance[25]. According to these kinds of argument, the greater the
investment, the sacrifice and the price paid, the stronger the normative
commitment, in order to resolve the dissonance and create cognitive
consonance. This process is contradictory to instrumental logic but is
consistent with the need to rationalize actions and decisions whose source is
emotional.) Indeed, studies on soldiers in combat units found that they were
characterized by extremely high normative commitment[16]. Thus, it is not
accidental that commanders speak so much about “values”, “idealism”,
“commitment”, and so forth. The commander’s role invests him with inherent
symbolic influence, giving him the potential to recruit the collective motive by
clearly symbolic effects. Indeed, combat units make extensive use of symbolic
elements and rituals related to esprit de corps and the unit’s behavioural
codes, and devote a great deal of energy to inspiring the aforementioned
“worthiness motive”.

Evidence of the differences between what is required of leadership in combat
units compared with business organizations can be found in studies on officers
who embark on a second career.

Yariv[26], who conducted such research, quotes one of the retired officers:
The key to my successful integration in this business system is that soon after my release I
convinced myself that I had to completely forget my past as an army officer and begin a
completely new chapter. When the people around me were convinced that I had internalized
this belief I began to be accepted here[26].

The images of leadership internalized by commanders in combat units seem to
be entirely different from what they, at least, attribute to leadership in business
organizations. One of them described it in the following metaphor:

Before I set out on a second career as a manager in a business firm I felt that I had spent 25
years of my life in an aquarium made of magnifying glass and now I am “ejected” into the sea
(of business). The question is: are the gills I have developed (internalized images of military
leadership) suitable for the big sea, or have I been thrown into an ocean in which I have no
chance of survival?[27].
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Empirical evidence supports this subjective impression. For example, Yariv[26]
found that most of the Israel Defense Forces (IDF) retirees turned to the public
sector as their first choice, and approximately two-thirds of those who were
employed worked in the public sector. Of the respondents, 57 per cent reported
that they had obtained their first job through friends. Galay[27] found that in
the years 1983-1984, 32 per cent of the officers retiring from the IDF (all
relatively young people aged 40-50) did not find employment in their first year
of retirement. In 1984-1985, the percentage of retiring officers who did not find
work was 38, while in 1985-1986 over half of those retiring (55.5 per cent) did not
find work in their first year of retirement – and all of this in conditions of full
employment in the economy. In recent years, there has been a certain
improvement in the scope of employment of the retirees, but there does not
appear to be a change in the image of the retiring officer as regards his ability to
integrate successfully into civilian business management. Although many
army officers were in charge of big formations which sometimes included
thousands of people, many people regard the retired army officer as inadequate
to hold leadership positions in business organizations[28].

Thus, it seems that the move to the business sector, which, as described, lacks
the attributional and projective aspect that characterizes the military, is a move
to a different system of perceptions, values and psychological needs, where the
game rules do not match the combat officer’s socialization and self concept as
leader. This argument can lead to the conclusion that the “fundamental
attribution error”, whereby individuals attribute excessive importance to the
leader compared with the context or the circumstances, applies to a large extent
also to researchers who write on this subject. In other words, the comparison
presented in the body of this article leads to the conclusion that leadership
interaction is largely dictated by patterns derived from the organizational
context or, more accurately, the psychological implications derived from this
context. In other words, it is not so much a question of differences between
actors as between stages, and even more between game rules, rules of which the
actors are sometimes unaware, although they carry weight in determining the
character of the interaction between leader and led, shaping the dynamics of
attributions, projections and differential expectations in the various stages. The
comparison of leadership in military combat units with leadership in business
organizations probably reflects this principle more clearly than most possible
comparisons.
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