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Study Goals
The ultimate functional role of any armed force is to engage in combat. For this reason, successful leadership in combat should be the aim of the system used to manage officers' careers in any army, and the production of combat leaders must be one of the most important goals of that system. Nonetheless, there is no unanimity of opinion as to what characterizes good combat leadership (other than the obvious criterion of success), and there is no accepted and verified method of producing leaders who will be successful in combat. The purpose of this study is to gain insights into what has historically characterized successful combat actions and combat leaders, and to try to determine what factors in the individuals' backgrounds caused them to develop into successful combat leaders. At the request of the Officer Personnel Management Study Group, a committee of seven instructors of military history at the U.S. Military Academy was formed to conduct the study. All members of the committee were combat arms officers with advanced degrees in history and with multiple assignments in tactical units in their branch, including company command. The study was headed by an ex-battalion commander. In the course of the study, the committee searched for and analyzed examples of successful and unsuccessful combat actions, seeking answers to two specific questions: 

-- What have been the characteristics of leadership in successful combat actions and how have they differed from those traits observed in unsuccessful actions? 

-- What personal, experiential, and institutional factors appear to have contributed to developing individuals into successful or unsuccessful leaders in combat? 

Study Methodology
Initially, the committee gathered examples of successful and unsuccessful instances of combat leadership. The only restrictive criteria initially imposed was that citations must be actions in actual combat and that the incident must involve leadership, not management. Thus, such events as successful fire support or resupply operations not involving enemy contact were eliminated at the outset, as were examples of successful staff work in support of combat operations. It should be stressed at this point that the sole focus of the study was on combat leadership. For this reason, many exemplary officers were not selected for study; as their records of combat leadership did not match those of the individuals selected.

Once the examples were gathered and reproduced, at least five members of the committee intensively analyzed each of them, attempting to discern whether the leader's actions were critical factors in determining the success of the engagement. In addition to such basis data as the time and place of the event, forces engaged, and commanders' names, committee members recorded the characteristics of the action. The characteristics of the leaders and his "leadership style" were particular items of interest at this point of the study. Upon completion of the analysis for leadership characteristics, the leaders themselves were studied. This research concentrated on the leader's background, looking for a variety of factors which were thought to be possible discriminators in causing a given individual to have become a successful or unsuccessful leader in combat. Some of the factors searched for included the leader's pre-service background and upbringing, his service record and education, combat experience, physical condition and health, personal characteristics, ethical and moral courage, and where appropriate, his career following the incident.

Study Population
Over two hundred examples of combat leadership were initially gathered and screened. These included incidents in warfare throughout recorded history, from all areas of the world. Examples were gathered from all wars the United States has engaged in from the American Revolution through Vietnam. Initial screening involved several criteria: estimated worth of the event to the overall study; availability of detailed and reliable information on the event; availability of similar background information on the leader; and, in the case of foreign examples, an additional criterion of the estimate applicability of the incident to the leadership of American soldiers. The final population, which was more intensively researched, consisted primarily of officers of the United States, in the twentieth century. Except for a few examples from Great Britain, Israel, and Germany, foreign examples were rejected either because there was not enough information readily available on the background of the leader or because the committee felt that the cultural milieu of the example was so different from that of the U.S. Army today that "lessons" derived from the incident would not have applicability of OPMS. Although the committee considered the question of females in combat, no historical examples available appeared to be relevant to current or projected OPMS policy. For this reason, no female combat leaders were included in the final study population.

The Nature of Successful and Unsuccessful Combat Leadership
Although no two combat actions are identical, salient characteristics of successful combat leadership tend to be generally identifiable and, in virtually every example of leadership studied, the successful leaders possessed certain common qualities to one degree or another. Successful leaders were firmly in control of their units and were recognized as such by all concerned. They were almost always physically fit, in the sense of being conditioned for strenuous exertion. This fitness enhanced their image of being "the man in charge." The successful leader somehow had the ability always to be at the decisive point on the ground at the time he was most needed to influence the action. This was probably a function of his knowledge of terrain, as an appreciation for the ground on which he engaged in combat was a strong point in almost every success story, and a failure to appreciate terrain was the ingredient which led to disaster on more than one occasion. The successful leader made a fetish of properly conducted personal reconnaissances, to the extent of more than once moving into enemy-held territory to view his own lines as the enemy would see them. The successful leader had a particular facility for planning in detail, assessing a changing situation, and continually assimilating large quantities of often conflicting data. Facility in this regard appears to be a function of intelligence, experience, and moral courage. As Clausewitz expressed this attribute:

. . . the commander . . . finds himself in a constant whirlpool of false and true information, of mistakes committed through fear, through negligence, through haste; of disregard of his authority, either from mistaken or correct motives, . . . of accidents, which no mortal could have foreseen. In short, he is the victim of a hundred thousand impressions, most of which are intimidating, few of which are encouraging. By long experience in war, one acquires the sensitive perception (necessary) for quickly determining the (true) value of these incidents; high courage and stability of character stand proof against them. . . . only an immense force of will . . .can conduct us to our goal. 

Successful leaders required aggressiveness, audacity, and vigorous execution from their subordinates, and both they and their soldiers refused to accept defeat. They were ingenious in overcoming obstacles, and in desperate situations, they often took irrational, even foolhardy action to forestall failure. They and their units continued with their mission in spite of casualties, wounds, lost equipment, and shortage of supplies. The units commanded by successful leaders keyed on the leader and took on the leader's confidence and spirit. This point deserves emphasis, for it is one of the most commonly commented-on features of the study. It is no exaggeration to say that the leader was the most decisive factor in building unit cohesion. Although this process of building unit cohesion took various lengths of time, depending on variables such as individual experience, whether combat was imminent, and how long the members of the unit had been together before the new leader arrived, the leader was the key to the process. Some units in wartime or undergoing intensive and extended field training achieved such a state in a few months, while some peacetime units who did not train rigorously never achieved it. If the unit were engaged before it had developed the cohesion necessary to function effectively, even the best and most positive leadership could not overcome the lack of cohesion. In more than one instance, a leader who had previously been successful first met failure when he was ordered to lead a unit without cohesion in combat. Conversely, a unit which had attained the cohesion brought by good leadership over a period of time could survive and succeed for a limited time without their leader. A successful leader was able to establish full efficiency in a unit which was already cohesive in a remarkably short period of time. The characteristics of unsuccessful leaders were, in many respects, the opposite of those of their more successful counterparts. An indecisive leader, particularly one who was "prisoner of his fears," infected his unit and his soldiers and was often mentally defeated before being engaged by the enemy. Here, any deficiencies in the will and fortitude of the leader were vividly evident and assumed particular importance; his unit quickly adopted the mental attitude of its leader as well as his confidence or lack thereof. An unsuccessful leader was often one who waited for orders and did nothing until higher headquarters ordered him to; inaction was the partner of his indecisiveness. Ironically, the leader's indecisiveness had the same effect as if he had made an important and fateful decision: indecisiveness was, in effect, a decision to do nothing. Instead of constantly preparing for the unexpected, he allowed events to take him by surprise. He showed a marked inability to react to changing circumstances, in dramatic contrast to his successful counterpart. Sometimes this shortcoming appeared to be from a lack of intelligence or training, but occasionally the commander appeared to magnify every threat until he was finally paralyzed by the fear produced by an overactive imagination. It appears that the Army maxim that "the commander is responsible for everything his unit does or fails to do" has usually been quite literally correct in historical terms: the unit has depended on the commander for its spirit, its drive, and its direction. When the commander was decisive, vigorous, and in control, the unit usually succeeded; when he was unsure, inactive, and inept, the unit often faltered.

Character Traits of Successful and Unsuccessful Combat Leaders
Character traits of combat leaders have varied widely, as might be expected, and there was probably no single individual who ever possessed all the "positive" or "negative" traits discussed below. Nonetheless, there has often been a remarkable similarity in characteristics shared by leaders who have been successful in combat. Similarly, unsuccessful combat leaders also shared their own group of character traits. The sine qua non of almost every successful commander was unquestioned integrity concerning his duties, coupled with a solid ethical foundation in matters dealing with combat or warfare. His self-image was unfailingly positive and he refused to take counsel of his fears. The good self-image may or may not have translated into an inflated ego; successful leaders can be found with egos of every size. The positive self-image was probably a product of, or at least enhanced by, the individual's physical fitness and good health. Additionally, physical fitness enabled them to overcome fatigue and minor infections which often seemed to plague the unsuccessful commander. There have been successful commanders who were out of shape and there have been ones who were gravely ill, but they have never been the norm. Successful leaders invariably commanded the unqualified respect of their subordinates and peers. Paradoxically, they did not always command equal respect from their superiors. More than once, an ultimately successful commander was overlooked within an organization because he did not have the reputation with his superiors that he enjoyed with his peers and subordinates. "Leading by example" almost invariably characterized the "leadership style" of the successful combat commander. He was usually cool under fire, often to a fault--many good commanders have been killed in the line of duty, as dozens of Medal of Honor citations attest. The successful commander seldom showed any indication of inner fears or doubts; often his own memoirs or autobiography make it clear in retrospect that he had second thoughts or worries, but during the action he suppressed them, often consciously. This imperturbability had a substantial steadying effect on the units led by successful commanders, for many of the accounts of the participants in combat actions mention how the soldiers of the unit watched the "old man" for indications that everything was going according to plan--if he showed signs of breaking, the unit often disintegrated quickly. More than once commanders commented on their awareness of this responsibility to maintain a facade of calm through inner doubts, and the force of will required to accomplish it. As mentioned previously, a successful commander usually refused to admit defeat, and his men followed his lead. Instead of conceding victory to his opponent, he marshaled every skill and resource, often in desperate and unprecedented action to accomplish the unit's mission. Sometimes such action was taken because "there was nothing else I could do," out of desperation. The fact remains that surrender was almost never an option for these commanders; if such a course was taken, it was only in an attempt to save their men after all hope was lost--more often, it was never considered. The tenacious doggedness with which many successful leaders pursued their goals is remarkable; their single-mindedness of purpose is overwhelming. By contrast, the commander who was unsuccessful in combat appears to have been less intense than his successful counterpart. In a West Point annual, one cadet was described as "indifferent, easy going, happy-go-lucky"; he later lost half his regiment and surrendered the rest without seriously engaging the enemy. Such a leader may have been out of condition or ill (as this example may have been) or he may have been merely moody and indecisive. He may have lacked the intelligence or "common sense" of his more capable counterpart. Whatever the cause, these unsuccessful leaders imprinted themselves on their units with disastrous results. No case was found where a unit overcame a leader with these characteristics and prevailed; this is not to say that such a case does not exist, but it is not the norm.



Important Conclusions 

--Some individuals appear to be "born leaders" while other individuals can be developed into leaders, but a solid foundation of "character" is essential in any successful leader. That is, there appears to be an aggregate of qualities in an individual's makeup, particularly those concerning his integrity and ethical foundation which are absolutely essential in the potential leader, and which cannot be added through schooling or experience.

--The qualities of an individual's personality which set him apart from other men and make him a leader whom soldiers will follow are probably present, to one degree or another, at every point in a successful combat leader's career, with only an evolutionary change over time. Those essential qualities of personality which make a General Officer a successful leader in combat are discernible, if less developed, early in his career.

--A variety of assignments in areas unrelated to troop leadership had little effect on the abilities of a combat leader. Successful performance on high level staffs and in "high visibility" assignments were not effective gauges of successful leaders. Officers can be extremely successful at a variety of demanding assignments unrelated to leading soldiers in combat and be abject failures as combat leaders.

--Native good judgment, or "common sense," is an absolute requirement for successful combat leadership. The ability to perform well in formal schooling, while not a negative characteristic, is a less important factor for a combat leader. In particular, the leader must have a well-developed and practiced ability in making decisions under pressure.

--Successful combat leadership at one level of command is not a solid guarantee of success at higher levels. If, however, failure at a lower level is attributable to the individual's failings as a leader, it may be an indicator of likely failure at higher levels.

--Physical fitness and good health are prerequisites for successful command at every level.

--Solid grounding in leadership early in service is required for later success.

--Technical competence is important for any combat leader; however, technical skills per se are not as important for a combat leader as is an appreciation of the capabilities of all the technological devices at his command.

--Short assignments in succession were negative factors.

--Officers who had avoided service with troops were generally not successful as combat leaders.

--The most salient predictor of a successful combat leader was successful leadership in peacetime, particularly of a tactical unit. Longer service before combat with the unit he would lead in combat appeared to improve his performance, probably by increasing unit cohesion and improving mutual trust between the leader and the unit.

