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ABSTRACT

Background: Character is widely recognized as a critical aspect of individual and group performance, and character’s applicability to the military is no exception. Character serves as an explicit entry requirement, a desired outcome within training institutions, and a focal point of emphasis across various military organizations.

Objective: This article examines how character is discussed within military leadership doctrine and how it is framed. More specifically, how has “good character” been understood and measured?

Methods: This study examined the leadership doctrine of six English-speaking militaries using the Leader Character Framework (LCF), a framework developed in recent leadership scholarship, to identify the dimensions of character that are emphasized. This examination is carried out using a simple quantitative analysis technique, using the keywords in the LCF as specific recording units.

Results: The findings revealed that while the six militaries identified similar character dimensions, they also displayed a lack of emphasis on several important dimensions, which could lead to character imbalances. Research on the LCF suggests that such imbalances can manifest in vices of deficiency or excess, rather than the intended virtuous state.

Conclusions: This study offers several avenues for further research and highlights specific aspects of character that should be reinforced and emphasized to enhance military leadership.
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Character in Military Leadership Doctrine


A strong character is one that will not be unbalanced by the most powerful emotions.

(Clausewitz 3.I)



While character has received considerable academic attention of late (Crossan et al., 2024c) as well as popular mention (McChrystal, 2025), it has long been a term that is referenced, invoked, and aspired to by many militaries (Australian Defence Force, 2023; Department of the Army, 2018; Queen’s Regulations and Orders, 2024; Von Clausewitz, 1976). However, while the term “character” is used, it is rarely systematically defined and operationalized in a military setting. An exception to this trend, however, is recent work by Crossan and her colleagues (Crossan et al., 2017), which presents an opportunity to assess the state of character as it is presented in military doctrine.

For this study, we employ the definition of character as offered by Crossan et al. (2024b), and we reproduce the definition here in full, with character defined as:


an interconnected suite of embodied and virtuous habits. These habits are virtuous insofar as they collectively influence judgment and human flourishing. The dimensions of character can be observed, assessed, and developed. Character is universal, yet reflexive to context and can manifest toward deficient or excess vices when high levels of one dimension are not supported by high levels of other dimensions. (p. 653)



Several key components of this definition are important to highlight. First, this definition emphasizes the importance of balance, both within an individual dimension and between dimensions. This view of character is rooted in the ancient Greek concept of the virtuous or golden mean (Aristotle, 2001), in which any dimension can become problematic when it falls out of balance with other dimensions. Second, it emphasizes that character dimensions can be observed, assessed, and, more importantly, developed through intentional practice that emphasizes awareness (Niemiec, 2006). While universal, the dimension of judgment, which Aristotle viewed as “practical wisdom,” means that character is exercised in a specific context. In this study, we rely on the Leader Character Framework (LCF) developed by Crossan et al. (2017) because it satisfies all aspects of the definition. Specifically, we ask how character and, more precisely, “good character,” have been understood and measured within leadership doctrine?

To address this research question, we conducted a content analysis of leadership doctrine from Canada, the United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, and the Republic of Ireland. We used the LCF to compare the emphasis on character dimensions in leadership doctrine, and the study reveals how unevenly character has been treated across these cases. Given the imbalances in emphasis across dimensions, the LCF suggests implications for how virtues of character can manifest as vices when not supported by other dimensions, and it points to opportunities to consider more robust approaches to employing character in the military.

We begin by examining the literature on leader character in workplace settings, focusing on its military application and how it has been measured in terms of a military’s doctrinal foundation. We then outline the theory and method guiding the research, which includes a description of the LCF and its application in conducting the content analysis of 19 leadership doctrine publications. We conclude by providing recommendations for policy and doctrinal development to address the character imbalance in leadership doctrine.

Military Doctrine and Leader Character

Military doctrine describes assumptions, routines, concepts, and practices to be passed on (Høiback, 2013; McKitrick and Chiarelli, 1984). Doctrine is at once a tool for command, a tool for education, and a tool for change. As a tool for command, doctrine defines what to do, and as a tool for education, doctrine explains why. Lastly, as a tool for change, doctrine describes what is to be (Høiback, 2013, p. 157).

Within the body of literature considered “doctrine,” a hierarchy exists. Certain doctrinal publications will create the framework for subsequent, subordinate doctrine. Known as boss texts (Breede and Coombs, 2024; Taber, 2009), these volumes form the “ideological code of the dominant narrative” (Taber, 2009, p. 30). For example, Canadian boss texts include Trusted to Serve (2022) and Fighting Spirit (2024), both of which articulate an ethos and understanding of the profession of arms from which all subsequent Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) doctrine flows (Breede and Coombs, 2024). Common-level doctrine applies to all branches and services within a given organization. In contrast, service-level doctrine is written by and for a particular service, like an army, navy, or air force (Breede and Coombs, 2024).

Character and the Military

In Western philosophy, character is most often associated with the ancient Greeks through the concept of virtue (Mordacci, 2021). Additionally, it has its origins in Confucian thought (Wang and Hackett, 2015). Moreover, the concept of character as virtue has parallel origins in Taoist, Buddhist, Hindu, Islamic, and Judeo-Christian thought (Peterson and Seligman, 2004). Character as virtue can also be found within the Seven Sacred Teachings of Indigenous communities in North America (Department of National Defence [Canada], 2024).

Although character has received consistent philosophical treatment, much of that understanding has been disconnected from practice. Character is generally viewed in terms of ethics, morality, and overall trustworthiness, and is often perceived as something people either possess or lack. Moreover, a gap has existed between research and practice, leaving practitioners without a structured and coherent approach to understanding, developing, and embedding character in organizations (Crossan et al., 2024a). More recently, definitions and concepts have coalesced around the idea that character is about virtue and habit (Crossan et al., 2024a; Peterson and Seligman, 2004; Rea et al., 2023).

While character has a long tradition in military organizations, it is often treated as an emergent concept, the result of arduous shared experience or something innate. For example, the United States Military Academy at West Point (USMA) has a long-held vision to “educate and inspire leaders of character” (Department of the Army, 2018), while the CAF clearly articulates “strength of character” as one of its five entry requirements into the service (Queen’s Regulations and Orders, 2024). And yet, how character is both assessed and developed is addressed indirectly. Character is often referenced but rarely discussed; instead, it is assumed (Boe et al., 2015; Ender, 2008; Queen’s Regulations and Orders, 2024; Shay, 1994).

Research supports the idea that character is multifaceted, composed of virtues (Peterson and Seligman, 2004; Rea et al., 2023) or dimensions and elements (Crossan et al., 2017). It reveals that character can not only be measured (Damian et al., 2019; Park and Peterson, 2006), but it can also be developed (Crossan and Crossan, 2023; Peterson and Seligman, 2004; Rea et al., 2023). Finally, consistent with the character definition, it reinforces that any virtue can operate as a vice when not supported by the other dimensions.

While broadly consistent with other frameworks (Peterson and Seligman, 2004; Rea et al., 2023), the LCF (Figure 1) emphasizes the interconnected nature of the character dimensions, which reveals the importance of balance as a key aspect of character strength. Indeed, each dimension influences the other, with strength in one dimension potentially manifesting in excess when not supported by other dimensions. For example, strong courage can manifest as recklessness when not supported by temperance and humility. The remedy is not to reduce a strength, but to strengthen the weaker dimensions (Crossan and Crossan, 2023).

Figure 1
Leader Character Framework (Crossan et al., 2017)
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We employ the LCF developed by Crossan et al. (2017) for several reasons. First, it offers a robust theoretical and empirical framework that builds upon and incorporates insights from other frameworks, such as Peterson and Seligman (2004) and Niemiec (2006). Second, the LCF bridges theory and practice through the method known as engaged scholarship. Thirdly, it focuses on observable behavior, whereas the Peterson and Seligman (2004) approach includes items that relate to intention, not just observable behavior. Because intentions are not observable, intentions alone are insufficient. Therefore, it is important to focus only on those behaviors that can be observed in character assessment.

Finally, whereas Peterson and Seligman (2004) and Niemiec (2006) treat character strengths as independent, the interconnected nature of the dimensions, centered on judgment, is a key concept. The LCF creates a character architecture whereby imbalances that would otherwise lead to vices are, in fact, simply dimensions that are unsupported by other underdeveloped dimensions (Crossan et al., 2017).

Methodology

This study analyzes the highest levels of leadership doctrine across six English-speaking countries. In some cases, leadership doctrine was held at the common level, meaning that the leadership doctrine applied equally to all services or branches of the armed forces. In other countries, such a common-level doctrine does not exist; in these cases, our analysis focuses on the different service-level doctrines that are available. A total of 19 publications from six countries were examined.

Within the countries examined, leadership doctrine was approached in three ways. The first, used by the United States and the United Kingdom, left doctrine to individual services, resulting in five U.S. publications, one each for the Marine Corps (2024), Army (2025), Navy (2017), Air Force (2023), and Space Force (2023). While UK doctrines for the British Army (2021) and Royal Air Force (2020) were consulted, we were unable to find any reference to leadership doctrine for the Royal Navy aside from their website. The second approach, used by Australia, involved creating common-level boss texts while allowing services to develop their own doctrines. Australia produced five documents, including the Australian Defence Force (2021, 2023) as well as service-level doctrines from the Army (2002), Navy (2010), and Air Force (2013). The third approach, used by Canada, New Zealand, and Ireland, held doctrine at the common level only, resulting in six texts being examined. These included Canada’s four-volume series (2005–2007), New Zealand Defence Force (2018), and Defence Forces Ireland (2023). The leadership doctrine of the six countries comprises just under 1750 pages across the 19 volumes and ranges in publication dates from 2003 to 2025. Table 1 offers a complete listing of all 19 texts consulted.


Table 1
Data Sources


	Code
	Title
	Pp
	Year
	Country
	Level





	US1
	MCWP 6-11 Leading Marines
	124
	2002
	USA
	Service



	US2
	ADP 6-22 Army Leadership and the Profession
	132
	2019
	USA
	Service



	US3
	AFDD 1-1 Leadership and Force Development
	92
	2011
	USA
	Service



	US4
	NLDF Navy Leadership and Development Framework
	14
	2017
	USA
	Service



	US5
	USSF Handbook 1-1 Guardian Spirit
	13
	2024
	USA
	Service



	UK1
	AC 72029 Army Leadership Doctrine
	86
	2016
	UK
	Service



	UK2
	(website “leadership”)
	Webpage (Sep 2025)
	n/a
	UK
	Service



	UK3
	AP 7001 Royal Air Force Leadership
	52
	2020
	UK
	Service



	AU1
	ADF 0 Command Leadership
	72
	2021
	AU
	Common



	AU2
	ADF 0 Character in the Profession of Arms
	54
	2023
	AU
	Common



	AU3
	LDW 0-2 Leadership
	303
	2002
	AU
	Service



	AU4
	The Royal Australian Air Force Leadership Companion
	118
	2013
	AU
	Service



	AU5
	The Royal Australian Navy Leadership Ethics
	12
	2010
	AU
	Service



	NZ1
	NZDDP-006 Leadership
	80
	2018
	NZ
	Common



	DF1
	DFMD-J2 Defence Force Leadership Doctrine
	128
	2016
	IE
	Common



	CF1
	Leadership in the Canadian Forces: Doctrine
	44
	2005
	CA
	Common



	CF2
	Leadership in the Canadian Forces: Conceptual Foundations
	144
	2005
	CA
	Common



	CF3
	Leadership in the Canadian Forces: Leading People
	90
	2007
	CA
	Common



	CF4
	Leadership in the Canadian Forces: Leading the Institution
	159
	2007
	CA
	Common





Measuring Character

According to the LCF, character comprises 62 elements grouped into 11 dimensions as depicted in Figure 1. Combining the terms Character, Vice, and Virtue, along with the 62 elements and 11 dimensions, yields 76 terms for the content analysis. All occurrences of the terms were verified as being used in the correct context, with noun and verb tense variation leading to several occurrences being discounted and appropriate derivations included.1 Following this control, over 7800 context-correct occurrences associated with character terms were captured. To confirm consistency, we randomly selected documents and re-checked certain terms’ occurrences against the context rules used to confirm and if needed, update counts.

We used quantitative content analysis to identify and analyze the character terms, and the complete results can be found in the data annex to this article. We employed three basic techniques to describe and analyze the data to include frequency, depth, and balance. To analyze balance, we employed a simple graphing technique that visualizes the relative emphasis each of the 11 dimensions of character received, while frequency was simply a raw count. Depth was measured by comparing the frequency of the term character against the frequency of the various elements in each document.

Absolute frequencies represent the total occurrences of particular terms, while relative frequencies represent the normalized score for those terms. Higher frequency values indicate increased emphasis on the term as a character dimension. We elected to normalize all scores to address document lengths (from a few hundred words on a website to several hundred pages in a book). A summary chart is presented in Figure 2.

Figure 2
Character Dimension Frequency (All Publications)
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To measure depth, we took the ratio of the frequency of the word character against the sum of the frequency of the dimensions and elements. For example, a detailed treatment of character would not only mention character but also a significant number of the character-related dimensions and elements as well. This is represented in Figure 3.

Figure 3
Doctrinal Depth of Character
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To measure balance, we created a radar chart for each document, service, and country using the character dimensions as axes. The absolute values of the frequencies were then plotted on each axis, a summary of which is provided in Figures 4 and 5 as a series of character maps for services and militaries as a whole. All doctrinal documents were verified against the most recent publicly available editions as of September 2025. Future updates may alter the results if the analysis is repeated.

Figure 4
Character Emphasis Maps for Service-Level Doctrine (by Country)
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Figure 5
Country-Level Character Emphasis Maps
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Scope and Limits

This study employs a content analysis based around the use of keywords as they appear in doctrine in terms of their frequency, depth, and distribution. As a result, there are certain limitations that this method implies. First and foremost, our work captures only that which is articulated in doctrine. It does not capture how well this doctrine is operationalized into training within the formal training and professional military education systems or the informal socialization that occurs within individual unit lines.

This means that the findings and discussions to follow from this study are limited to the idea that what we have captured is simply the authoritative guidance offered by doctrine and is by no means a comprehensive analysis of how militaries enact leader-character. Accordingly, references to potential risks or imbalances should be understood as interpretive implications grounded in theory rather than demonstrated causal effects. However, it is a helpful starting point nonetheless and provides some valuable insight and foundation for further study.

Findings and Discussion

The Basics—Character Frequency

The most frequently mentioned dimension, along with its related elements, was Judgment (1115 occurrences), followed by Accountability (967 occurrences) and Humility (946 occurrences). At the opposite end of the analysis, the three least frequently mentioned dimensions and related elements were Humanity (61 occurrences), Temperance (94 occurrences), and Collaboration (210 occurrences), as shown in Figure 2.

The Basics—Character Depth

A comparison between the frequency of the term Character against the frequency of the dimensions and elements reveals the depth to which character is treated. Figure 3 provides a visualization of this measure for all 19 publications. Table 2 is a sample that illustrates how character depths were measured.


Table 2
Sample Doctrinal Character Depth Measure


	Document
	Country
	Code
	Character f
	Element f (all)





	Defence Forces Leadership Doctrine
	Ireland
	DF 1
	61
	734



	US Army Leadership and the Profession
	USA
	US 2
	49
	882





The image in Figure 3 dramatically illustrates the variation in depth associated with the concept of character across the 19 publications. While the frequency of explicit mentions of character is relatively consistent across all but one of the doctrinal publications (Australia’s Character in the Profession of Arms at 201 mentions of character), there is significant variation between the publications regarding the depth to which character is expanded by mentioning dimensions and elements. Documents from the Royal Australian Navy (AU5), the Canadian Armed Forces (CF2), and the Irish Defence Force (OE2) appear to delve into the details surrounding character, while others, such as publications from the US Navy (US4) and the Royal Navy (UK2), provide less depth. Interestingly, while the four volumes from Canada (CF1–4) make almost no mention of the term character itself, they do extensively mention terms associated with the elements and dimensions of character.

Interestingly, US military publications are relatively thin on character when compared with the other five countries examined. Also notable is the almost complete absence of character discussion in the Royal Navy’s publication. However, this is likely attributable to the fact that their leadership doctrine is absent, with the exception of some references to leadership principles found on their website. Setting aside the Royal Navy, the remainder of the UK character doctrine we reviewed is consistent in its pattern of emphasis across character dimensions.

The Emphasis Maps—Character Balance

We combined the various service and common-level publications by country and mapped the context-corrected occurrences according to their 11 dimensions. We then presented this mapping by publication and country. Figure 4 is a collection of radar graphs that illustrate the character map for each publication, in the cases where individual services provided their own leadership doctrines.

The maps suggest an imbalance of character across all service-level publications. Notably, the UK and US share similar profiles, with a strong emphasis on Humility in both the US Army and the British Army. Additionally, we observe a cluster of Transcendence, Judgment, and Accountability in both the UK and US land components. Australia is unique in its emphasis upon Accountability and Justice within its Navy. All services, across all three countries, place little emphasis upon Collaboration, Humanity, and Temperance. Lastly, the relatively thin treatment of character in the Australian Army is notable as well, especially when compared to the UK, where the British Army and Royal Navy have an opposite relationship in terms of character emphasis compared to the Australian Army and Royal Australian Navy.

These findings allow us to conclude that the service-level doctrine in the US, UK, and Australia treats character in an unbalanced manner. Because the theory of leader character cautions that character imbalance through weak (dimensions in a deficit state) or unsupported (dimensions in an excess state) dimensions is an indicator of inconsistent or even risky leader behavior (Crossan et al., 2024c, p. 58), this is a notable finding.

Examining the dimensions for each country, we compiled the individual service-level doctrine results and included the common-level doctrine (where applicable) to create a single measure of character for each country and applied the same radar graphing technique. Again, this analysis reveals striking consistencies as well as curious outliers.

First, Canada’s leadership doctrine is unique in that it does not share the emphasis upon Humility that we see in the other five countries. Additionally, the Judgment-Accountability-Transcendence cluster appears to be unique to the UK, US, and Australia, with both Canada and New Zealand downplaying the importance of Courage and Transcendence. However, Judgment remains a central focus for all six countries. Finally, Australia, Ireland, and Canada all share relative strengths in the dimension of Justice.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, but no less of a concern, is the underemphasis upon the character dimension of Humanity across all six countries. Given the nature of the profession of arms, which involves preparing for and engaging in the brutal process of warfighting, it may explain the underweighting of Humanity. However, this interpretation would be shortsighted. Whether in combat or collaboration, weaknesses in Humanity can compromise Judgment. In combat, it is essential to be able to regulate strong Humanity with Justice and Accountability, as instances of low Humanity can lead to egregious situations of failures in Judgment, such as those that might lead to violations of the laws of armed conflict or unethical behaviour.

Failures in judgment, however, need not be limited to warfighting to be of significance to the profession of arms. Canada’s recent experience with its long-running challenge of sexual misconduct within the ranks is a compelling, non-combat example. Between 2020 and 2023, two consecutive Chiefs of the Defence Staff (the highest-ranking member of the military in Canada) were removed from their positions due to allegations of sexual misconduct. Additionally, several other high-ranking general and flag officers faced similar accusations (Burke and Brewster, 2023) and stepped down. While these senior officers caused tremendous harm to their victims, they also harmed the institution and demonstrated a profound lack of judgment as individual leaders. Strength of character matters all the time. While character has yet to be incorporated into CAF leadership doctrine (Department of National Defence, 2005a, 2005b, 2007a, 2007b), it now features centrally in the recent Profession of Arms doctrine (Department of National Defence, 2022, 2024). This new emphasis on character is a direct result of these recent experiences with failures in judgment.

The underemphasis of Humanity, Temperance, and Collaboration across all six countries suggests another area for potential development. Also of interest is the almost universal underemphasis of Courage and Collaboration. In all six countries examined, Courage and Collaboration receive far fewer mentions in leadership doctrine than other dimensions and elements. This is not only additional evidence in support of our claim of uneven character development, but also particularly noteworthy given again what militaries are asked to do. Courage and Collaboration would seem to be natural attributes of an effective military, and yet these are relatively absent in these cases.

An underemphasis on the dimension of Courage has implications beyond the battlefield. While it may be that courage – as a general concept – is fundamental to the military in the context of close combat, this assumption does run the risk of overlooking the important role of courage in day-to-day interactions that constitute much of the experience of members of the profession of arms. Courage is more than just demonstrating selflessness under fire; it also involves the willingness to engage in a necessary, yet difficult, conversation with a colleague or to admit to a mistake when it would otherwise be far easier to ignore it.

The underemphasis on the dimension of Collaboration manifests as unhealthy interservice rivalry within a military or through interoperability challenges between militaries in alliances and coalitions. In short, it impedes the ability of a force to work together. While this is somewhat counterintuitive, given that warfighting is a team effort, history is filled with examples of clashing egos (Ricks, 2012, p. 95) and an inability for various services to work together (Hamre, 2016). Emphasizing the importance of collaboration at all levels is an important point that has been overlooked.

Policy Implications

All six countries—even those that devoted considerable effort to explain character and its development—did not recognize the interconnected nature of the dimensions and elements of character, as well as how important the concept of balance is within their various leadership doctrines. As was remarked earlier, focusing on only a few dimensions of character runs the risk of creating unbalanced character, and this is a risk that particular doctrines examined revealed. As our research has reported, strength of character must be balanced to hedge against its potential virtues manifesting as vices.

Just as leader character is most effective when integrated into doctrine, so too will it only result in improved decision-making when it is integrated into what units already do. This means that individuals need to have habituated the awareness, self-reflection, and inner work that encompasses the idea of character development. Moreover, the benefits of character development will only manifest during an operation if the members have put in the time to train and develop their character beforehand. The time to think about developing your character is not when you are in the attack position, immediately prior to H-hour, about to launch an assault on an objective. Instead, like physical fitness, the improved decision-making that comes from character work is the result of “embodied and virtuous habits” (Crossan et al., 2024b, p. 653) that you do before needing to make the decision. The payoff comes from sets and reps.

While this study’s findings reveal some challenges to how character is treated within the six militaries examined, these challenges can also be viewed as an opportunity, as there is clear guidance available through the application of the LCF. Where character dimensions have been under-weighted, there is an opportunity to strengthen those dimensions to avoid the risk that strong dimensions will manifest in a vice state. The advances in character development, such as habit development, relying on exercise science theory and practice (Crossan et al., 2024b), offer innovative approaches to character development.

A key limitation of this study, however (as stated earlier) is that, as the analysis focuses on the doctrine, it does not account for the work being done daily in training institutions and line units. Many of the vulnerabilities identified in this study might have received attention from curious and dedicated leaders devoted to their leadership craft. However, as doctrine provides authoritative guidance for what militaries do and how they do it, the analysis reveals significant gaps, guiding the architecture of character and its development more intentionally and deliberately. Embedding the idea of leader character into doctrine will help militaries get over the temporary bump of cultivating awareness (Crossan et al., 2024c, 2025) to realizing strategic impact, which tends to occur when energetic and well-meaning leaders try to move the proverbial needle in building a positive workplace culture.

Conclusion

Through the analysis of the publications, we observe that certain character dimensions receive greater doctrinal emphasis than others, and more problematically, this selectivity runs counter to recent research on character and character development, particularly work associated with the LCF, which treats underdeveloped or over-weighted dimensions as a potential risk to sound judgment.

In addition, the treatment of character development tends to emphasize informal means, most often viewing character as an emergent or otherwise “as is” component of leadership. Character rarely receives formal (to be both deliberate and intentional) forms of development in doctrine. The findings suggest that doctrine does not consistently reflect the interconnected architecture of character articulated in the LCF.

Because doctrine provides authoritative guidance for professional development, greater intentional integration of balanced character dimensions may strengthen alignment between theory and practice. Future research should examine whether and how these doctrinal patterns translate into training environments and ultimately the behavior of military leaders. Our research indicates that character matters in the military: we consistently found references to both character and the dimensions associated with it throughout the 19 volumes examined. However, without clarity on what character is, how it can manifest in deficient and excess vice states, and how to develop it, we risk compromising judgment and well-being. This study points to a significant opportunity to enhance military leadership by raising these questions. Put simply, our study identifies patterns of emphasis in doctrine, and further work could help make the connection to training and leader development outcomes crystal clear.
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Footnote

1. As an example, several references to “drive” were omitted as they related to a factor “driving a decision” or words to that effect. Conversely, “composed” was expanded to include “composure” in appropriate contexts.
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