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ABSTRACT
The Army's warrior mindset, while crucial for being successful in battle, can also lead to chronic suppression
of emotions, and hamper help-seeking behavior. Messages to prioritize well-being are often presented in a
confusing juxtaposition to the warrior mindset. In spite of the Army’s emphasis on a “People First Strategy,”
accompanied by calls to reduce the stigma associated with help-seeking behaviors, the culture of toughness
created by the Warrior Ethos continues to be an imposing obstacle for those in need of help. We integrate the
Healthy Minds framework with the Army ethos, to focus on the development of foundational skills: mindful-
ness, connection, insight, and purpose. Our hope is this framework will contribute to a culture that views the

Warrior Ethos and well-being as complementary, rather than conflicting, ideas.
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Introduction

Cadets at the United States Military Academy memo-
rize the Warrior Ethos during their first week of training:
“I will always place the mission first. I will never accept
defeat. I will never quit. I will never leave a fallen com-
rade.” Cadets are taught physical and mental toughness:
to manage pain and fatigue during ruck marches and
summer military training, and to conquer fear in classes
like boxing. This “tough” messaging is crucial to their
indoctrination as Army officers. Enduring hardships
and managing stress are part of building the capacity to
handle future challenges and develop resilience, which
the Army defines as “the mental, physical, emotional,
and behavioral ability to face and cope with adversity,
adapt to change, recover, learn, and grow from setbacks”
(Department of the Army 350-53, 2014). The Warrior
Ethos and the message of perseverance against all odds
are embedded throughout the Army’s culture (ie.,
the Ist Infantry Division’s motto is “No Mission Too
Difficult, No Sacrifice Too Great, Duty First!”).

While the Warrior Ethos can create a culture of deter-
mination and motivation, it can also encourage sol-
diers to be stoic and to ignore their feelings (Piellusch,
2017; Weiss & Coll, 2011). Edgar Scheins (2004)
organizational culture model provides “artifacts” as
observable manifestations of a culture’s unobservable
“espoused beliefs and values” and even deeper, the
“underlying assumptions.” Some observable artifacts are
the hierarchical rank structures that drive decisions, the
use of uniforms and standardization across personnel,
equipment, and even regulations, and dedicated daily
time for physical fitness training. Even this superficial
list of artifacts demonstrates organizational norms and
values of obedience, subordination, sacrifice, confor-
mity, reliability, strength, and resilience. The underly-
ing assumptions that support these values are that the
military is a high-performance organization and one
that relies on the consistency of its members to achieve
this, that group collectivism and teamwork is an import-

ant part of the organizational framework, and that

individual fitness and reliability contribute to these ends
(Gerras et al,, 2008). Considering this culture, it follows
that soldiers would shirk individualism and concern for
themselves, as they may directly contradict the needs of

the group.

The reality is being successful in battle does require
leaders to temporarily suppress fear, discomfort, and
stress to focus on the task at hand; remaining calm
during combat helps the soldier focus on their mission
first (Bryan etal,, 2012). For the long-term, however,
chronic ignoring of or suppressing of feelings may lead
to difficulties with identifying, understanding, accept-
ing, and modulating emotions (Gross, 2002; Gross &
Levenson, 1997), and sustained lack of emotional aware-
ness or expression can create longer—lasting emotional
difficulties (Davies et al., 2019). Consistently ignoring
or suppressing emotions should not be equated with
emotion regulation (a positive strategy to exert influence
over emotions). The habitual suppression of emotional
distress, common to military culture even away from the
battlefield, is related to negative outcomes such as heavy
alcohol consumption and illicit drug use, inappropriate
aggressive behavior and violent outbursts, domestic vio-
lence, and physical or sexual assault (reviewed in Stan-
ley & Larsen, 2021). Ironically, the ethos intended to
strengthen a warrior during combat may lead to long-
term emotional damage once combat is over (Davies

etal., 2019).

Compounding the problem, the Army’s culture of
toughness has been implicated in impeding help-seck-
ing behavior, with many service personnel believing that
those who seek help are “weak” (Weiss & Coll, 2011).
Seeking help can appear to run counter to the military
culture’s emphasis on perseverance and self-reliance
(Gibbons et al., 2014). Individuals with strong beliefs
and values about honor tend to be concerned with how
secking help for mental health issues will negatively
impact their reputations (Brown etal., 2014; Foster
etal., 2020; Gul et al., 2021). Gender norms must also



be taken into account when considering this issue. Men
make up 82.8% of the Department of Defense’s (DoD)
active duty force and 84.5% of the Army’s active duty
force (United States Department of Defense, 2020).
In general, men are less likely to seek help for mental
health issues than women (DeBate et al., 2018; Silves-
trini & Chen, 2022), as are individuals who conform
to dominant United States masculinity norms (Vogel
etal., 2011). Militaries have historically valued and pro-
moted traits more commonly associated with stereotyp-
ical masculinity and the Army is no exception to this
cultural practice (Do & Samuels, 2020; Schaefer etal,
2021). The perceived masculine cultural ideal may be
incongruous with soldiers’ perceptions of the accept-

ability of seeking help or treatment (Cogan et al., 2021).

Indeed, soldiers who met the screening criteria for
a mental health problem were twice as likely to report
concerns about stigma and other barriers to care than
those who did not meet the criteria (Hoge et al., 2004).
Notably, the mental health care utilization rate is lower
for military members than for the general population
(Hom etal., 2017). This lower utilization may partially
explain the discrepancy in diagnoses; 8.4% of active ser-
vice members were diagnosed with a behavioral health
disorder in 2019 (Defense Health Agency, 2020), com-
pared to a rate of 20.6% within the general population
(Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Admin-
istration, 2020).

While these statistics could be interpreted to mean
that there are fewer mental health problems in the
Army, other data suggest this is likely zor the case. In
2020, one-third of military medical evacuations from
the Middle East were for mental health (Kime, 2021).
Even more notably, in 2020, the suicide rate of active-
duty troops rose to an all-time high of 28.7 per 100,000
(Department of Defense, 2021). When the data were
adjusted for demographic factors, the Army’s suicide
rate had been similar to the general population up until

2008, when it began to exceed the general population
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(Grifhin et al., 2021). Whereas the suicide rate for the
general US. population declined in 2019 and 2020
(Hedegaard etal., 2021), the military’s rate continues
at an all-time high, and is dangerously close to double
that of 2008 (DoD, 2021). After the publication of the
2020 Suicide Report, Department of Defense Secretary
of Defense Lloyd Austin (2021) stated “We must all do
more, at every level, to end the stigma against getting
help. We all need counsel, community, and connection.

Reaching out is a sign of strength and resilience.”

In fact, the Army had been addressing Austin’s con-
cern for several years in programs like Comprehensive
Soldier and Family Fitness (CSF2), the Army’s People
First Strategy, and “This is My Squad.” In 2020, the U.S.
Army even replaced the reception basic trainees had
long endured from shouting drill sergeants (aka “Shark
Attack”) with “First 100 Yards” approach intended to
introduce basic trainees to the Army with a focus on
team cohesion through trust building and teaching val-
ues (Cox, 2020).

Perhaps unsurprisingly, efforts to present a different
image of Army culture have led to accusations that the
US. military is “going soft.” Major General Hughes
addressed the idea that the Army is going soft when he
spoke about emotional intelligence in a 2018 ROTC

seminar:

“A few years ago someone would have asked why
are we talking about this squishy stuff ? This soft sci-
ence? Why is it important to leadership? But after
35 years of experiential learning, I've learned there
is one truism and that is the business of the Army is
people...You can fly a helicopter, shoot a cannon or
be whatever you want, but technical skills are just
that — skills that can be taught to anyone...Cog-
nitive skills, interpersonal skills and the ability to
work with people, is something I've learned we've
failed to talk about in the Army... You need to get

to know [your soldiers], not only to let them know
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you care, but you know what makes them tick.
That’s what you need to understand as you move
out and take over these platoons — it’s all about car-

ing.” (Maddox, 2018)

The statistics and trends cited earlier in this article
indicate that help-secking and mental health continue
to be an issue for the Army. Efforts that do not directly
consider the development of well-being within the
context of the military’s cultural norms are likely
to struggle to fully take root. Balancing messages of
well-being (e.g., “take care of yourself”) with tough-
ness (e.g., “don’t give in”) is challenging. However,
what if well-being was not an additional message
placed in an often-confusing juxtaposition to the war-
rior mindset? What if instead, well-being was seen as
something that enables stronger warriors, and allows
warriors to recover after the challenge of battle? We
propose that well-being enhances the Warrior Ethos
and builds traits necessary to persevere in combat
without the negative impact of emotional suppression

and unhealthy stoicism.

A framework recently proposed by Dahl et al. (2020)
promotes well-being skills that can complement the
Warrior Ethos. The framework proffers four core mal-
leable dimensions of well-being: mindfulness (what
they call “awareness”), connection, self-insight, and
purpose. Growing these dimensions enhances an indi-
vidual’s emotion regulation, mental and emotional
health, resilience, prosocial behavior, and reduces stress,
anxiety, depression, and risk-taking behaviors (Dahl
etal., 2020). This framework was chosen because of the
empirical support from both psychosocial and neuro-
science research for its ability to enhance the model’s
psychological well-being components that align well
with the Holistic Health and Fitness (H2F) doctrine
(Department of the Army, 2020). Specifically, the capa-
bilities of H2F’s mental readiness align with three com-
ponents of Dahl’s et al’s (2020) model: H2F’s cognitive

and emotional capability aligns with “mindfulness/

awareness” and “self-insight”; H2F’s interpersonal capa-
bility aligns with “connection”; H2F’s spiritual readi-
ness component aligns with “purpose.” This well-being
framework advances H2F by providing the empirical
support for each dimension, while also providing evi-
dence-based mental training strategies to enhance each
component. Additionally, developing the model’s com-
ponents may increase the likelihood of help-secking by
encouraging soldiers to develop their purpose (provid-
ing the motivation to seek help), their self-insight and
awareness (better recognizing when help is needed) and
connection with others (a mental capacity that under-
lies secking social support). In the following sections, we
use Dahl etal’s (2020) framework to provide ideas on
how Army leaders can promote well-being in a way that

supports the Warrior Ethos.

Mindfulness

Mindfulness is the self-regulation of attention on imme-
diate experiences, with an orientation characterized
by curiosity, openness, and acceptance (Bishop etal,
2004). The research on how mindfulness improves
well-being has exploded over the past two decades
(Baminiwatta & Solangaarachchi, 2021), with positive
impacts of mindfulness training suggested for gambling
behavior (Griffiths etal., 2016), emotional regulation
(Hiilsheger et al., 2013; Teper et al,, 2013), and anxiety
and depression (Blanck etal,, 2018). In the military,
one type of mindfulness training, meditation, enhanced
both cognitive and emotional regulation capacities,
leading to better emotion regulation, resilience, and
overall well-being (Jha etal., 2010, 2015). In a more
recent Army sample, Hepner et al. (2022) found ben-
efits of mindfulness training in attention control, emo-
tion regulation, and stress reduction. Additionally, Sun
et al’s (2021) meta-analysis concluded that mindfulness
meditation can alleviate symptoms related to military

post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

An important facet of mindfulness is noticing the

thoughts and emotions that arise when experiencing



a set-back or difficulty, along with paying attention to
the treatment of oneself during such an experience.
Self-compassion requires seeing one’s struggle as a com-
mon human difficulty, while holding painful thoughts
and memories in mindful awareness and not overidenti-
fying with them (Neff; 2003). Self-compassion has been
shown to aid soldiers in their ability to successfully navi-
gate stress in the face of adversity (Mantzios, 2014), and
is identified as an important protective factor against
PTSD (Forkus etal,, 2019) and comorbid substance
abuse (Forkus et al., 2020).

Meditation practices, even those of only five minutes
(e.g., Mahmood et al., 2016), can improve mindfulness
and self-compassion. Even online mindfulness inter-
ventions have been shown to effectively enhance mind-
fulness and reduce stress (Jayewardene etal., 2017),
and research suggests intervention via an app might be
as successful as in person mindfulness-based training
(Orosa-Duarte etal., 2021).

How a Leader Can Foster Mindfulness in Their Unit

Acknowledging emotions is one way to promote mind-
fulness in the self and others. Encouraging self-compas-
sion in a military context can be as simple as a leader
acknowledging “what we are doing is hard right now”
This does not mean that leaders can or should allow
soldiers to stop doing something because it is hard. The
warrior perseveres, but we can acknowledge our strug-
gles, and not criticize ourselves for experiencing normal
human emotions and reactions. Most importantly, a
leader can set the example with the language they use to
talk about their own challenges (e.g., “this is challeng-
ing, but I will keep working at it or “we all have our

strengths and weaknesses”).

A leader can spend a few moments before or after
a briefing or mission having their team focus on their
breathing and tuninginto their thoughts, emotions, and
desired reactions to help soldiers become more mind-

ful. Practicing in low-stress environments first, such as

WARRIOR ETHOS VERSUS WELL-BEING

taking five minutes at the beginning or end of physical
training to practice mindful breathing, trains the mind

for more high-stress environments.

Connection

According to Dahl and colleagues’ (2020) model of
well-being, connection is conceptualized as a person’s sub-
jective sense of care for and togetherness with others that
enhances supportive relationships and prosocial behavior.
This component of well-being is developed through culti-
vating gratitude, appreciation, and compassion for others.
In fact, the aforementioned practice of meditation can

inculcate compassion (Kreplin et al,, 2018).

Powerful evidence for the importance of relation-
ships for well-being comes from the Grant study, which
tracked Harvard graduates over an 80-year period. As
one of the study’s lead rescarchers explains, the results of
this study show that when it comes to living a satisfying
life, “the only thing that really matters in life are your
relationships to other people” (Shenk, 2009). Social
connections lead to better psychological health and
can act as a buffer against mental and emotional health
disorders such as anxiety and depression (Santini et al,,
2015; Teo et al., 2013). Notably, the importance of rela-
tionships was emphasized for the DOD’s National Sui-
cide Prevention Month in 2021 which bore the theme
“Connect to Protect: Support is Within Reach”

Brooks and Greenberg (2018) conclude that relation-
ships should be prioritized for psychological well-being
of military personnel. One way to promote connection
is by improving communication skills, which enhance
relationship strength (Petrovici & Dobrescu 2014;
Egeci & Gengdz 2006). Furthermore, ensuring soldiers
are connected to community matters; in a recent study,
connections to community predicted ability to cope
with military demands (O’Neal et al., 2020).

Caring for others (prosocial behavior) increases feel-
ings of well-being (Martela & Ryan, 2016), and Hui
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(2022) recently highlighted the dynamic, reciprocal
relationship between prosocial behavior and well-being.
Being kind matters; a meta-analysis of 27 experimental
studies suggests a small to moderate effect of kindness
interventions on the actor’s well-being (Curry etal,
2018). This is not limited to your loved ones—research
suggests the effect of performing acts of kindness is
independent of the type of relationship between the
actor and recipient (Rowland & Curry, 2019).

Houw a Leader Can Foster Connection in Their Unit

A simple practice that can help build connection is
allowing time for people to reflect on who they are
grateful for in their unit and why, and then presenting
opportunities for people to express that gratitude ver-
bally. To further foster connection in their unit, a leader
must focus on caring for their soldiers. For example, a
leader can ask about someone’s children or family by
name or help soldiers find the time to connect with
their families. It may be possible to have a later start one
day a week so that soldiers can have breakfast with their

children and put them on the school bus.

Beyond this, developing appropriate coaching or
mentoring relationships can help soldiers beyond pro-
viding feedback on duty performance; this demon-
strates an investment in their growth and is supported
by regulation (Table 6-3 in ADP 6-22 clearly delincates

between coaching, counseling, and mentoring).

Insight

Insight, or self-awareness, is a type of self-knowledge
that includes understanding the ways in which thoughts,
beliefs, emotions, and other factors influence an indi-
vidual’s subjective experience, especially their sense of
self (Dahl etal.,, 2020). Self-insight around one’s own
thinking and emotions positively relates to psychologi-
cal health and life satisfaction (Harrington & Loffredo,
2010). This self-awareness is also a key component in
several impactful mental health treatment modalities
such as Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT), which

s

helps individuals alter their maladaptive beliefs in
exchange for more adaptive beliefs. Empirical research
suggests CBT can reduce stress and alleviate symptoms
of anxiety and depression (Hofmann etal,, 2012).
There is also initial evidence that insight development
via a type of mental training known as deconstructive
meditation can undo maladaptive cognitive patterns
and increase healthy emotion regulation strategies. This
technique helps individuals to develop insight into their
internal models of the self, other, and the world as well
as exploring the dynamics of perception, emotion, and
cognition (Dahl etal., 2015; Singer & Engert, 2019).

Notably, Army Doctrine Publication: Army Lead-
ership and the Profession (2019) (ADP 6-22) spe-
cifically emphasizes the importance of self-aware-

ness for their leaders:

Self-awareness is fundamental to understanding
onc’s abilities. Leaders should know their strengths
and weaknesses: what they do or do not know,
what they are or are not skilled at, and what is in
their span of control...Leaders require self-aware-
ness if they are to accurately assess their own expe-
rience and competence as well as earn the trust of

those they influence. (p. 1-17)

This concept of self-awareness is woven through the
entirety of ADP 6-22 and discussed as a crucial com-
ponent of several aspects of Army leadership including
humility, interpersonal tact, leading with confidence
in adverse and changing conditions, leader prepara-
tion, and resiliency. In fact, given the importance of
developing self-awareness, the US. Military Academy
has recently instituted daily reflective practices during

Cadet Basic Training.

How a Leader Can Foster Insight in Their Unit
Creating time for reflection can help us be more insight-
ful. Some might want to journal; others might benefit

more from peer-to-peer discussion, unit discussions, or



meditation. Creating a built-in time for these types of
practices can be beneficial. Our own cadets experienced
an interpersonal after-action review after their field
training exercise, where they focused on their relation-
ships and how they felt during the experience. This type
of deliberate, “sensing session” can allow people to focus
on points of friction for the good of the unit; in this sce-
nario, a leader should go into a listening role—simply

facilitating and taking notes.

As a leader, counseling subordinates is a real oppor-
tunity to help others develop greater insight. Asking
a subordinate during counseling to reflect on their
own strengths and areas for improvement helps them

become more self-aware.

Purpose

Purpose can be defined as a sense of clarity regarding
personally meaningful aims and values that can be
applied in daily life. Having a strong sense of purpose
can foster the self-perception that an individual has aims
and values which they can embody. In turn, this self-per-
ception can help us to feel that our life and goals have
meaning and significance (Dahl et al., 2020). Purpose
and meaning in life can improve well-being; research
has demonstrated outcomes on improved physical and
psychological health, as well as reduced risk of chronic
diseases (Dahl etal., 2020).

Feeling a sense of purpose can serve as a protective
factor against mental illness. In an active-duty military
sample, those who perceived more meaning in life had
reduced emotional distress and suicide risk, as well as an
increase in performance across several domains (Bryan
etal., 2013). Relatedly, a meta-analysis of studies using
U.S. military personnel found that meaning in life plays
a critical role in adjusting to traumatic events (Fischer
etal., 2020). Finally, other work has found that military
leader-provided purpose may promote resilience and
reduce risk for suicidal ideation among active-duty sol-

diers (Trachik et al., 2020).
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Recent work has suggested that purpose and mean-
ing in life can be clarified and strengthened through
targeted interventions that promote healthy behaviors
and increase resilience such as Acceptance and Com-
mitment Therapy (ACT) and the Healthy Minds Pro-
gram (Dahl et al., 2020). ACT, which focuses on accep-
tance and affirming personal values, has been shown to
enhance both emotional resilience as well as physical
functioning (Bramwell & Richardson, 2018). Such
interventions need not be overly complex, cumber-
some, or time-consuming. For example, the previously
mentioned Healthy Minds Innovations app includes a
series of guided meditations to help affirm an individ-
ual’s values toward developing a clearer sense of their

purpose in life.

How a Leader Can Foster Purpose in Their Unit
Taking time to reflect on or remind others of the pur-
pose of a mission or task is a simple way to keep others
grounded in what they are doing, and why. One evi-
dence-based activity to help people clarify what matters
the most to them is Values Affirmation, whereby one
identifies what is most important to them, why, and
how they can better live these values out (Cohen &
Sherman, 2014; Duckworth, 2020). This practice bet-
ter enables what is most important in life to be salient
(Dahl etal., 2020).

On a more macro-level, there are ways to ensure oth-
ers feel a sense of purpose. In the military, reminding the
soldiers of the oath they made, swearing to defend the
constitution of the United States, can help focus them
on their task. In addition to this organizational pur-
pose, a leader can ask soldiers during counseling what
is most important to them and help them see alignment
between their own personal goals and goals of their ser-

vice.
Conclusion

Focusing on well-being should not come at the expense

of developing the warrior; rather, it should be seen as an
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integral part of the mission. An approach that develops
mindfulness, connection, self-insight, and purpose will
support soldiers’ readiness and resiliency, not weaken
them. Given the reluctance to seek help during a cri-
sis, this skills-building approach will likely work better
with military personnel, as it focuses on prevention and
training to promote resiliency. Furthermore, the bene-
fits of training skills of well-being will extend beyond
soldiers’ years of active duty and yield mentally healthier

veterans.

Ideally, this work can be integrated into other
aspects of military training and preparation. For
example, mindfulness can be integrated into physical
training, discussing purpose can be part of counseling
or prior to engagement, reflection time can be added
during training to build self-awareness, and lead-
ers can prioritize the development of relationships

within a team.

Of course, humans are motivated by the incentives
around them. It is worth asking if the systems in place
properly incentivize the pillars of well-being through
training, allocation of time, rewards, and promotion
criteria. By integrating the pillars of well-being into our
military’s culture and training, as well as developing
effective messaging to soldiers and cadets that highlight
how the construct of warrior and well-being are compli-
mentary rather than contradictory, we can correct a cul-
tural dichotomy to help form better leaders who serve

and defend the American people.
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