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Low-Intensity Conflicts and Military Leadership: The Canadian Experience

The Canadian Forces experience is presented to highlight some of the new challenges posed by low-intensity conflicts to military leaders, which include: unclear objectives, complex political landscapes and ‘interference’ from national politicians, psychological casualties, high tempo, limited support from the home society, and diversified demography. One of the key lessons from the Canadian experience is that military leaders cannot be only the traditional interface between national headquarters and the troops, because the local unit's cohesion and the larger esprit de corps tend to merge. Hence, military leaders have to become ‘managers of meaning’ to render meaningful the risks and sacrifices.
INTRODUCTION

Low-intensity conflicts (LIC) constitute, arguably, the most prevalent form of conflict in which Western armed forces have been engaged since the end of the Second World War. This tendency has gained even more momentum since the fall of the Soviet Union. Students of armed conflicts took notice of such change and produced impressive literature on military operations other than war (MOOTW), peace support operations (PSOs), asymmetric warfare, counter-terrorism, etc. Various aspects and dimensions of LIC have been studied, such as psychological warfare operations, the tactical level's impact on the strategic level and vice versa, civil military cooperation, laws of armed conflict, multinational cooperation, etc. Yet, the specific impact of LIC on military leadership, understood as the informal art of command, has received little attention. The increasing importance of this type of conflict is forcing us to have another look at what constitutes military leadership, and ultimately to add other frames of reference to analyze it.1 The intent of this article is to fill some of the gaps on military leadership literature in the LIC context.

There is no doubt that LIC have provided a different set of challenges to the ways in which military leaders relate to their troops. Western armed forces, in particular, have developed extensive doctrines and procedures during the Cold War. Devised to deal with a very specific set of circumstances, these are now out of date. Similarly, military leadership was construed as part of classical, high-intensity, and symmetrical combats. The attitude was to consider this type of combat as the ‘real stuff ‘because it was dealing with ‘real war-fighting’ issues. The enemies and their doctrines were well-known; the tasks were construed as military in a strict sense, the objectives were deemed to be clear-cut; etc. For these reasons, military leadership, both conceptually and as a practice, was not challenged. The Third World War was expected to be much like the Second, except that it would have been even more technologically-based and devastating. During the various decolonization conflicts (Algeria, Angola, Indochina, etc.) and the Vietnam War, Western armed forces have had ample opportunity to conceive of military leadership differently. But most did not. One might think that it was because it was not needed. This perception is misleading. What has really changed is the context in which LIC occur. The challenge to understand military leadership is therefore double. Not only does the growing importance of LIC in military perception have serious implications for military leadership, but the social and political context of the armed forces has changed as well. 

The experience and circumstances of every country involved in LIC are different. At this point, it is not possible to provide a high degree of cross-country generalization on how LIC have affected the perception and role of military leadership. However, to provide a first step towards such analysis, the experience of the Canadian Forces (CF) will be presented in this article. The actual impact of LIC on military leadership will be presented, such as working with unclear objectives, increased complexity, political ‘interference,’ psychological casualties, high tempo, and poor understanding of the military by civilians. Two key social trends will also be presented to show that military leadership in LIC has additional challenges independent from the actual missions, namely the increased dependence of technological knowledge and demographics.

Before analyzing how the prevalence of LIC brings us an opportunity to reconceptualize the nature of military leadership, it is important to discuss briefly what is meant by military leadership. If it is clear that Western military leaders are facing new challenges, the conceptual understanding of what constitutes leadership is less than clear. Leadership, as an object of analysis, is not new to behavioral scientists. Yet, they cannot agree on a common definition. In fact, after decades of clinical research, the only consensus among behavioral scientists is that there is no consensus on the meaning of leadership. ‘More than 3000 leadership studies (House & Baetz, 1979; Stogdill, 1974), from the Iowa studies of the 1930s (Lewin, Lippitt, & White, 1939), to the sophisticated models of recent years (Fiedler, 1967; Vroom & Yetton, 1973), suggest the phenomenon is as theoretically elusive as it is empirically obvious.’2 Other analysts of leadership are even more blunt in stating that ‘[d]ecades of academic analysis have given us more than 350 definitions of leadership. Literally thousands of empirical investigations of leaders have been conducted in the last seventy-five years alone, but no clear and unequivocal understanding exits as to what distinguishes leaders from non-leaders.’3 

This is not to say, however, that most behavioral scientists do not offer an operational definition of leadership. It can be summed up as the capacity to influence others in acting in ways they would not have done otherwise. Theorists of military leadership such as Hawkins provide a similar operational definition in stating that it is ‘the art of direct and indirect influence and the skill of creating conditions for organizational success to accomplish missions effectively.’4
This type of operational definition might appear more instrumental, but it is at the source of the confusion about what constitutes leadership in general and military leadership in particular. On the academic research front, the first issue is that most behavioral scientists use an inductive and experimental approach, which is by definition very much dependent on fixed variables to produce significant results. Such variables include the prevalent bureaucratic structures, informal rules and organizational culture, immediate organizational environment, national traditions, etc. The complexity and variety of military missions in a LIC context further preclude any generalization proceeding from an inductive and strictly experimental approach. A second issue with this type of operational definition is the relative nature of what constitutes success. Such a prescriptive definition limits the realm of what can be studied about military leadership. The key question is if there is an apparent lack of success, does it mean that there was a lack of leadership? Again, LIC usually present intricate political situations in which short and medium-term objectives are unstable and long-term objectives seem out of reach. In these circumstances, military leadership could not be studied with operational definitions such as described above. In the final analysis, approaching military leadership solely from an instrumental perspective is a Cold War legacy, as it requires as a premise a fairly stable world with stable military practices.

LIC and the Canadian Forces experience

The CF experience with LIC has been a difficult one in many ways. A key institutional event was the Somalia Commission of Inquiry (1995-1997), which was called after senior military officers allegedly attempted to cover up the torture and murder of a Somali teenager by CF soldiers during their UN mission in Somalia. For many serving members of the CF, the Commission was construed as putting the entire armed forces on trial. The Canadian government, to deal with a variety of issues that emerged during the Commission, created other review boards and study groups. The issues examined included racism in the CF, the integration of visible minorities and women in the armed forces, military education, military ethics, and military leadership. 

With respect to military leadership, it became clear that the CF now had ‘broader expectations concerning leader responsibilities, leader attributes, and leader behaviour.’5 The CF have been involved in various LIC through the United Nations or NATO, and it acknowledges that,  

‘[...] there is every indication that future operations will be similar to these experiences and may be even more demanding. [...] The scope, intensity, tempo, and ambiguity inherent in operations in the 1990s caught the CF unaware.’6 

Increased Complexity of LIC

The increased involvement of Western armed forces in LIC shook many Cold War assumptions about the nature of armed conflicts. Among them, one can underline that the distinctions between ‘front’ and ‘rear,’ and ‘war’ and ‘peace,’ are increasingly blurred.7 They involve ‘a growing complexity’ of tasks with mission goals that can be quite unclear and oftentimes changing due to constant political ‘interference.’8 Even the American armed forces experience those problems, as they increasingly find that their ‘[...] young officers are routinely thrust into volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous situations in which more is demanded of them in terms of intellect, initiative, and leadership than was normally seen during the Cold War.’9 

The CF are no exception in this regard. Military leaders now have the responsibilities of giving meaning to conflicts that appear so foreign from what their troops were prepared for. Strictly speaking, military leadership is no longer a simple matter of leading men into military operations. A clear example of this was the CF experience at the Medak pocket in the former Yugoslavia. In September 1993, a Canadian infantry battalion was deployed as peacekeepers in the Croatian Krajina populated mainly by Serbs. On September 9th, the pocket was attacked by over 2,500 Croatian troops in full swing to ‘ethnically cleanse’ the area. By the 12th, the Serbs were able to stop the Croatians and force a truce through UN mediation. However, the Croatians were determined to re-deploy in favorable attack positions immediately after the cease-fire was agreed upon. It was at this time that the Canadians intervened to occupy certain key positions to prevent further attacks against the Serbs. The Canadians came under fire and fought for a day against the Croatians, inflicting 27 casualties on the Croatians while suffering none themselves. The Canadian action, although showing a great deal of military professionalism, did not, however, prevent the Croatians from committing atrocities against Serb civilians in the Medak pocket. It was impossible for the CF troops in the Medak pocket to make a substantial difference given their mandate and strength, not unlike the Dutch in Sbrenica.

Several ‘lessons’ were learned by the CF after the Medak pocket firefight. First, if there were any doubts about the precariousness of the peace they were to keep, they were completely gone after the Medak incident. Second, contrary to news reports in the preceding year, the Serbs were not the only ones capable of committing crimes against humanity. Lastly, years of professional training as conventional combat troops and peacekeeping forces were not the only requirement to be successful in this type of situation. New LIC missions are therefore much more complex as there is no clear-cut separation between times of conflict and times of peace, between aggressors and aggressed. International involvement, peace treaties and other official actions have limited meaning on the terrain, but are not completely meaningless. The local, as well as the international political, situations have a direct impact. 

Early on, other lessons were also learned about peacekeeping in general. Among them: if peacekeeping is distinct from combat, it is not risk-free and therefore greater attention should be given to how human resources are managed for such types of mission.10 Yet, the perception that peacekeeping operations are distinct from ‘real’ high-intensity combat has been problematic for many members of the CF. Their Cold War training was not appropriate for LIC and changes in training was recommended.11 However, a more profound problem was that the CF also needed to change some aspect of its organizational culture. Particularly, the CF had espoused a ‘warrior’ ethic which was pervading most of its assessment on how to plan, conduct, and manage LIC operations, and how to handle human resources.12 This perception of a growing dissonance between the war-fighting role of the CF and its substantial engagement in LIC was clearly illustrated through a landmark anthropological study on the Canadian Airborne Regiment led by Donna Winslow on behalf of the Somalia Commission.13 Some attitudes built on the certainty and stability in military affairs during the Cold War era were clearly dysfunctional with the complexity and instability of the new security environment, and with the CF's increasing involvement in new types of LIC. 

From another perspective, the CF have surveyed over 800 officers on their challenges regarding leadership. Those Canadian officers served during various LIC and MOOTW between 1991 and 1999. To name a few, they include UNPROFOR, Rwanda, Somalia, Bosnia, SFOR and Kosovo. The results of this survey have been published in the 2001 Debrief the Leaders Project (DLP) report.14 The DLP report brings forward many fundamental issues regarding involvement in LIC. For instance, it was ‘[...] discovered that many officers reported that they could not identify any important Canadian interest to be upheld which reasonably justified putting their troops in harms way.’15 Furthermore, ‘[...] many, if not most, officers simply did not possess the detailed knowledge necessary to be able to orient themselves in this new environment, nor did they know who the main actors were, whether nation-states or international organizations. As one senior-ranking officer said, "my greatest leadership challenge over the period in question was being constantly thrown into the unknown."’16 Leaders at lower ranks need to be aware of those tensions in order to avoid further complications and costly faux pas. In other words, Canadians have experienced first-hand how the strategic meets the tactical, and the CF have to be ready for conflicts engaging the ‘strategic corporals.’17 Indeed, LIC are quite complex. 

The increased complexity of LIC has forced the CF to revise a certain number of assumptions regarding the preparation of its leaders. Clearly, leaders at lower ranks, and this includes NCOs, have to better understand complex geopolitical situations. The immediate commanding officers on the ground and their staffs need to be able not only to assess and make decisions in view of their political impact, but also to explain to their troops the mission’s purpose in view of complex political arrangements. To that effect, in 2002 the CF created the Canadian Defence Academy to increase and improve military education at all rank levels. As the Canadian Chief of the Defence Staff, General Ray Henault, stated: ‘It will enable the Canadian Forces to better study and operate within today's complex security environment, thereby ensuring Canada's defence and security today and well into the future.’18 As this organization is new and its mandate still in the process of being defined, it is not possible to evaluate at this time what impact it will have on CF leaders’ ability to deal with complex LIC missions. 
LIC and Psychological Casualties

Psychological casualties are not new to military personnel. From the shell shock of the First World War to the Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) found in Vietnam War veterans, war- fighting has been recognized as also causing psychological damage to the combatants. However, traditional peacekeeping operations such as in Cyprus and the Sinai were construed as relatively safe environments. They were operations marked by real cease-fires between nation-states that were both agreeable to the presence of UN peacekeepers, and those nation-states had full control over their respective military forces on the ground. In the period between 1956 and the early 1990s, most Western armed forces did not envision that MOOTW could cause serious psychological stress their troops. Canada was no exception to this rule. However, starting with the first operations in the former Yugoslavia and in Rwanda, a different form of peacekeeping mission appeared, marked by atrocities committed against the civilian population and no clear mandate or resources to protect those civilians. Most Western military forces were not well prepared to deal with this very sinister side of armed conflicts.19
The CF literally ‘rediscovered’ that LIC can actually be a serious source of psychological casualties.  But the CF also had a great deal of work to demystify this type of casualty, and to remove the taboo and shame surrounding it. Then Major-General Roméo Dallaire, the UN commander in Rwanda during the genocide, became a victim of PTSD. Afterward, he championed the recognition of PTSD as a reality and urged the CF to deal with it as they would deal with any physical injury. Another important step in the Canadian experience with psychological casualties was the Sharpe Inquiry. The CF investigated an alarming number of physical illnesses in troops coming back from Operation HARMONY, the Croatia UN peacekeeping mission 1993-1995. They ranged from constant headaches to serious degenerative conditions of the nervous system. At first, it was thought that the troops had been exposed to contaminated soil, thus explaining the variation in the medical conditions of its personnel. However, it became clear during the Inquiry that the illnesses were in fact due to untreated PTSD and other psychological conditions.20 According to the head of the Croatia Inquiry Board, retired Brigadier-General Joe Sharpe, as many as 1,000 out of the 9,000 Canadian troops involved were suffering from serious PTSD symptoms.21 

Although the Canadian soldiers were subject to high levels of stress typical of field operations (e.g., permanent high state of alert, minimal physical comfort, separation from families and friends, etc.), it was witnessing atrocities against civilians that really caused the greatest damage. As the Sharpe Report states: ‘They witnessed terrible atrocities. Nothing in their training could have adequately prepared them psychologically for the sights and hardships they had to endure.’22
As early as in 1991 Martin van Creveld, in his classic work Transformation of War,23 warned us that future conflicts would involve Western troops being thrown into complex and violent intra-state conflicts. Yet, such a warning took a long time to be accepted and integrated into military practices. Military leaders in a LIC context have to be aware not only that psychological casualties are to be expected, as well as being cognizant of the proper early diagnosis and treatment, but that they have an important role to play in preventing it. Such a preventive role, however, is much less tangible than one would expect. It has to do, in part, with setting levels of expectation and providing in advance a clear, even if gruesome, picture of the local situation. The Croatia Board of Inquiry found that ‘[b]attalion group and contingent headquarters were deployed with 'situational awareness' deficiencies. There was little or no intelligence processing capability and very little hard assessment of intelligence which includes factors such as the environment in which the unit is to operate.’24 Again, the role of military leaders in LIC needs to be revisited as managers of meaning, or what has been called symbolic leadership.25 Particularly, military leaders, within their own unit, are now called upon to create a meaningful context wherein their troops are to expect to witness atrocities and be in a position to overcome the taboos surrounding psychological injuries. 

The CF have been slow to provide support for active members and veterans who suffer from PTSD and other psychological illnesses due to involvement in LIC. The Sharpe Report is quite critical of how senior CF leaders have failed to respond to the alarming number of CF members with psychological illnesses. Other studies26 and several programs related to early diagnosis and treatment have been put in place during the late 1990s, and some monetary compensation was finally granted to veterans, although not all of them. Yet, as of early 2002, the CF Ombudsman in his Annual Report27 was very critical of the lack of respect for CF members suffering from psychological illnesses, and unwillingness of many officers to provide appropriate support to those members. In December 2002, the CF Ombudsman28 stated that the CF have again failed in taking care of hundreds of members coming back from Afghanistan with psychological illnesses. Even the Canadian Chief of the Defence Staff agreed that CF leaders have not fully overcome certain mind-sets regarding psychological casualties.29
Conditional Popular Support for LIC

At the macroscopic level, public opinion surveys in Canada have revealed a deep-seated tendency among Canadians towards limited interest for military affairs in general. For instance in 2000 only 2% of Canadians considered defence as an important issue.30 Even after the events of September 11, 2001, the support for ‘substantial increases’ in defence spending is strongly agreed to by only 33%, while 35% agree somewhat and 25% disagree.31 At the same time, the most important role for the CF has been consistently shown in polls as being peacekeeping, well above defending Canada's sovereignty.32 This dichotomy between the reluctance of the Canadian public to increase funding for the armed forces and its desire to see the CF contributing positively to peacekeeping missions is mirrored in the CF themselves. There is a clear tension among the troops between what is termed the warrior's ethos and the peacekeeping role. 

A clear example of such tension is the Canadian Department of National Defence's (DND) desire, until recently,33 to keep a low profile on the events described above at the Medak pocket. There was a fear at MND that the image of the CF as peacekeepers would be tarnished if the Canadian population were to be informed that their troops were engaged in combat. Such an attitude by the military brass was justified at the time by public opinion surveys. Yet, even as late as 1998, 59% were in favor of the CF's bringing peace in war-torn countries, while only 37% were supportive of the CF's maintaining a war-fighting capability.34 These statistics, in view of a weak popular support for military spending, has placed the CF senior leadership in a difficult situation where public image becomes critical to ensuring that politicians are not using cuts in defence spending for political gain. 

The military personnel feel that they are rushed into missions for what armed forces are not designed for. Again, LIC pose unique leadership challenges in Canada. As one well-informed Canadian military officer expresses it, there is ‘[t]he traditional warrior ethic and the comments of 'wasting their time with peacekeeping' [...] The soldiers who complain of not 'feeling the hero' within their families and communities as a result of being humanitarian, must not be encouraged to cling to obsolete expectations by their leadership.’35 In sum, the general context of LIC appears to have a clear impact on the perceived relevance of the mission, which in turn can have a substantial impact on the troops' morale, and therefore on leadership roles.

It is important to underline, however, that the events of September 11th, 2001 have certainly changed such perceptions. Most Canadians were favorable to sending the CF to Afghanistan to conduct ‘combat’ operations, and join the ‘war against terrorism’ in general (79% in favor according to one poll).36 Furthermore, gauging the extensive press coverage received when four Canadian soldiers, mistaken for enemy forces, died in Afghanistan after being bombed by an American aircraft in April 2002, it appears that Canadians are more accepting of having their forces involved in combat operations.

Although the relationship and understanding between the Canadian population and the CF appears to be improving, it still holds true that most leaders have to deal with frustrated troops who feel that their work and sacrifice are not recognized nor valued by the population. Ironically, the so-called ‘war on terrorism’ is capturing most of the Canadian public media attention while the activities of the NATO peace support operations in the former Yugoslavia are rarely mentioned. For instance, the Canadian Department of National Defence has issued 55 press releases37 between the return of its contingent in Afghanistan in July 2002 and mid-December 2002. Out of them six are related to the SFOR contingent while nine are related to the ‘war on terrorism’ contingents. For the period between January 2002 and July 2002 (i.e., while Canada had a battle group in Afghanistan), the count is two on SFOR, 18 on the ‘war on terrorism’. It is too early to evaluate if these subjective figures are showing a long-term tendency. However, it is clear that the Department is fully aware that the ‘war on terrorism’ is a better ‘sale’ to the public. Yet, the irony is that the Canadian public appears to continue to construe peacekeeping as the single most important task for the CF. Combat missions such as joining the Americans in their fight against Saddam Hussein’s Iraq remain unpopular in Canada.38 

Reduced Resources in Post-Cold War LIC

The new security environments in which LIC missions are now conducted are compounded by another key factor. Canada, like most Western nations, faces what has been called the ‘general demilitarization of society’.39 Not only are the so-called ‘peace dividends’ cashed by reducing defence budgets, but the willingness to make sacrifices has also weakened. In this respect, the fear to show body bags in the media has emerged as a well-known feature of Western military approach to armed conflicts. At first, this might appear as a contradiction. Reduced armed forces and greater sensitivity to casualties would imply greater care in deploying personnel abroad. Yet, LIC do not appear to have been construed as ‘real’ conflicts, and thus most Western countries have increased their participation in various LIC since the end of the Cold War. In sum, the armed forces have been asked to do more with less.

Since 1990, Canada has sent an unprecedented number of troops abroad on LIC missions while actively reducing its military strength. The National Defence budget, in spite of some specific increases towards anti-terrorist measures, has remained relatively stagnant to about $7.5 billion (US) since 1993. It is estimated that with compounding inflationary pressures the actual budget was in fact reduced to the purchasing power of the early 1980s.40 The authorized force size has also shrunk from 85,000 to 60,000 troops. The reduction of personnel became a very serious issue in July 2002 when Canada had to remove its 1,000-strong light battle group from Afghanistan, unable to find enough personnel for rotation, while maintaining nearly 2,000 troops in the former Yugoslavia. The impact on military leadership is again quite serious. If most overseas Canadian contingents are close to being fully manned, most troops return to understaffed formations in Canada. For instance, the top priority units were staffed at only 83% in September 2001, and other units are at around 65%.41 Not only do they have to deal with higher levels of stress due to high operational tempo, but they must also return to work in understaffed garrisons. 

Military leaders are then forced to find ways to justify the difficult situation to their troops in order to retain their personnel in this all-volunteer force. A recent report from Canada's Auditor General is quite clear on this issue: ‘[w]e found that Canadian Forces members often cited conditions of work, including workload, as a contributing factor to dissatisfaction with the military. Conditions of work and family concerns, which include the amount of time spent away from family, were the two most common reasons given for leaving the military.’42 The CF responded to this problem through a variety of measures. Among them are substantial salary increases, as proposed by the Canadian Parliament's Standing Committee on National Defence and Veterans’ Affairs (SCONDVA) in 1999.43 Additional measures to improve the quality of life of the troops (e.g., stress management programs, home leave travel allowance during deployment, development of a ‘family friendly’ personnel policy, etc) have been recommended, and the progress of their implementation is reported annually by SCONDVA. Lastly, as recommended by Canada's Armed Forces Council in January 2001, the terms of service for the Canadian military are being revised to ensure greater retention by providing greater flexibility to the existing career model. 

The CF face problems that are common in many civilian corporations, and like them, the CF had to find more than just monetary compensations and increased benefits to keep its personnel. The CF, through a series of initiatives such as the policy documents Strategy 202044 and Officership 2020,45 attempted to re-center participation by appealing to commitment to higher values and ethics. 

In spite of those initiatives, the lack of resources has a direct impact on the amount of time allocated to training for LIC operations. The ability of military leaders to establish a sense of common purpose and create conditions favorable to closeness, so essential in maintaining what military sociologists call the cohesion of the primary group, is seriously jeopardized if pre-deployment training is cut short. The socialization process cannot be completed properly. Additionally, the lack of personnel is also putting increased stress on this socialization process as well. Contingents tend to be created in an ad hoc manner, gathering serviceable personnel from anywhere they can be found, including individual reservist volunteers. Personnel do not know each other well, and are often brought from other services having different views and perceptions on the task to accomplish. The DLP report highlights clearly that ‘[g]iven the tempo of operations, contingents of whatever size should be assembled early, not only to allow common training but, equally important, to develop essential personal bonds, trust and confidence that alone can withstand the strains of long dangerous deployments. Lack of available personnel and a myriad of conflicting demands make achieving this a real challenge.’46 This context has created significant leadership issues in Canada. It became much clearer that the human collective upon whom the military leaders are called to instill a sense of purpose, a sense of cohesion, and ultimately greater resilience to adversity is oftentimes frail.

This context of reduced resources does not appear to be expected to change significantly in the foreseeable future. In 2002, several reports and studies on the state of CF were published by Canada’s Auditor General, Parliamentary Committees, and non-governmental organizations. They all recommended directly or indirectly substantial increase to the National Defence budget. The new Minister of National Defence, John McCallum, strengthened by such a wide-range of support, has lunched a campaign to increase Canada’s military budget, and was successful in obtaining an increase for 2003-2004 of about 6.5% ($500,000 (US)). However, issues such as healthcare and education remain higher priorities for Canadians. It is doubtful that the CF will receive significant and ongoing increases in the years to come. 

Other Pressures

The various transformations described above, as if they were not enough, are accompanied by other transformations independent from the LIC context, yet having a tremendous impact on military leadership in LIC missions. One is the increasing importance of technological knowledge and apparatus. Already in 1982, Kellett argued that ‘technological change increased the interdependence of military society and civilian society and altered the military's internal social structure. New roles--the "military manager" and the "military technologist"--developed and sometimes supplanted the earlier staple of the "heroic leader." In turn, these roles resulted in different and more consensual leadership patterns.’47 

The so-called Revolution in Military Affairs and network-centric warfare are also well-known trends in this matter. The increasing need and costs of highly technical knowledge, especially in the field of information technologies, on the one hand, and the reduced military budgets, on the other hand, have pushed many Western armed forces to hire already trained personnel in civilian post-secondary institutions, or pay for such training. As well, for large projects it is now common practice to contract civilian enterprises to upgrade and maintain military assets. It is further confirmation of Janovitz’s48 classical analysis of the decreasing vocational model found in the armed forces. Civilian practices, ways and ethos are ‘infiltrating’ Western armed forces to a greater degree. Similarly, the armed forces are increasingly dependent on reservists, who oftentimes are technologists and specialists in their civilian occupation, to accomplish many duties of the regular force. In other words, ‘[...] the move to a concept of 'total force' in some establishments has led to a greater tendency to rely on the use of reserves and, in turn, to further permeation of 'civilian' attitudes into the military.’49 The military has to manage experts who have increasingly ‘civilian’ expectations. 

The CF are already well advanced in this process. The headquarters are working towards implementing a transition from military planning to civilian-like business processes with respect to managing its information technology capabilities.50 In 2001, the Department of National Defence published a key document outlining its strategy for itself and the CF on how to do ‘business’. The document could not be clearer in stating that, 

With the relentless pace of fiscal, technological, and social change confronting the Department of National Defence and the Canadian Forces, a robust, integrated approach to the business of defence is essential. [...] By adopting the best of the current managerial and governance approaches and fusing them with military structures based on desired levels of military capability, the Department is able to step away from threat-based planning of the Cold War and concentrate instead on how to deliver a wide range of defence services to Canadians.51
From another perspective, the CF ordered a detailed study of its organizational culture. Among other key findings, it became obvious that the RMA will also have a direct leadership-based impact on the troops. The report is eloquent in stating that: ‘[t]he new synthetic world of cyberspace, where wars will be fought in the future, risks divorcing servicemen and women from the human aspects of war unless leaders reinforce the relationships between real space and cyberspace based on moral character and knowledge.’52 But beyond the risk of having a ‘Nintendo’ approach to human conflicts, the RMA has a more serious impact as it allows the higher chain of command to be directly in contact with the lower ranks of commanders on the ground. In the context of LIC where local ethical and political considerations have a strategic impact, the increased access of senior ranks to junior officers makes the latter’s task quite difficult as leaders.53
The second independent variable has to do with demographics and personnel motivation in the armed forces. ‘During the past few decades, the personnel make-up of many armed forces has become much more diverse in ethnic, racial and gender terms. This growing pluralism has been accompanied by variance in motivation for service.’54 Increased diversity in social characteristics certainly represents another serious challenge to the traditional military concept of uniformity. But it is also a very serious challenge that leaders have to face in finding ways of generating positive and effective attitudes where everyone feels compelled to act. If future officers tend to be as dedicated as their predecessors, it is apparent that these problems of motivation do exist among the rank and file. ‘Gen Xers tend to be less engaged politically or civically, are more materialistic, exhibit less social trust or confidence in government and its institutions, and overall show a weaker allegiance to their country.’55 Finally, it is worthy to mention that, as the percentage of young people is decreasing in Western societies due to demographic trends, the ‘competition’ with civilian employers for skilled and talented personnel is increasing. Without a clear competitive advantage (i.e., as long as young people have much more interesting alternatives to the rigors of military life), the capacity of Western armed forces to attract and retain qualified personnel will continue to be in jeopardy. 

The CF are not immune to this process and are facing serious problems of recruitment and retention of personnel, even if the regular force has been reduced by almost 30% during the last ten years. In its 2002 Report, Canada's Auditor General states that the CF have 3,000 vacant positions, mostly in technical and professional functions, and that ‘[...] it could take the Canadian Forces as long as 30 years to achieve a stable population profile.’56 The CF, like other Western armed forces, introduced bonus incentives to hire and retain personnel in understaffed positions, but it does not appear to have been effective at this point. As mentioned above, high tempo has been a serious issue for the CF. The availability of work elsewhere is clearly seen as a key problem to retention of personnel, but interestingly, concerns about the quality of leadership has also been another key reason for members to leave the CF.57 
Discussion

The Canadian experience and challenges highlight a range of issues with respect to military leadership. The leaders are facing complex political and military situations at the tactical level. Those situations require to be made meaningful to the troops, who do not always see the purpose of what is demanded of them. Similarly, the Canadian experience with LIC was also a renewed experience with psychological casualties. Again, the leaders are facing the need to develop new meanings for casualties and sacrifice. The CF leaders, although fully aware of their troops' commitment, also have to deal with an environment where the sacrifices are not always appreciated by the public, rendering meaningless the CF involvement in LIC. The fewer resources available, the ‘civilianization’, and the demographic pressures create additional challenges to the CF. In a way, the CF are entering into a forced process of re-thinking and re-inventing itself to provide new purpose at all levels to Canada's armed forces. 

A common denominator of the Canadian experience with LIC is that the troops and the mission cannot and should not be taken for granted; nothing appears to be ‘business as usual.’ Whether it is due to fluctuations in the local, national or international contexts, military leaders are now forced to provide a meaningful and somewhat sophisticated sense to the sacrifice being demanded. Yet, those troops are in many ways less amenable to accepting top-down justification for putting themselves in harm's way. This tension shows that military leadership has more to do with social relationships than with simply completing the task required. The CF experience therefore needs to move away from a purely instrumental conception of military leadership. It is critical to bring the analysis into the realm of how meaning is constructed in human collectives. 

As a starting point to this discussion, it is proposed to redefine leadership in general as a socially constructed reality in order to integrate the critical importance of meaning into military leadership. This is not in itself a new perspective on leadership. As stated by institutional analysts,

a formal organization is premised upon shared meanings that define roles and authority relationships that institutionalize a pattern of leadership. In essence, formal organization truncates the leadership process observed in natural settings, concretizing its characteristics as a mode of social organization into sets of predetermined roles, relationships, and practices, providing a blueprint of how the experience of organizational members is to be structured.58
In the case of Western military leadership, such meaning, institutional patterns, defined roles, etc, were deeply embedded in the Cold War setting. Such a setting is now obsolete, and this is why most Western militaries have had to review their role and raison d'être since the fall of the Berlin Wall. The present problems facing NATO in redefining its role and asserting its relevance are quite telling in this regard. In essence, we moved from an era marked by high levels of certitude to an era marked by high levels of incertitude. Who the enemy was, what his strategies and doctrines were, his goals and key weaknesses, etc, were well known. Nowadays, the origin of the threat, its nature, and how it could reach us are quite unclear, and when the enemy is known, it can be quite elusive like the al-Qaeda network. 

Beyond the Cold War legacy, one of the difficulties in re-thinking military leadership is the pervasive role of leadership research conducted by civilians. The difficulty in drawing deep lessons about the military leadership based on the Canadian experience with LIC can be attributed in part to the low importance attached to how leadership is essentially framed into a meaningful structure. The following section proposes a brief review of leadership theories to pinpoint critical issues on how leadership is conceptualized and how these theories are preventing a full appreciation of how LIC bring new challenges to understanding military leadership.

Civilian Influence

The study of military leadership has evolved over time, and it is usually linked to leadership research done by civilian institutions. Since the Second World War, most Western armed forces have developed complex systems to select and train military officers. These systems depended heavily on psychometric models, which themselves are based on findings in clinical and social psychology. This approach is not divergent from what was happening in the civilian world. For instance, Fred E. Fiedler,59 a social psychologist, was key in developing the idea that leadership is more than group performance and style, or personality traits. His approach breaks away from searching for personality traits and leadership styles, and acknowledges that leaders can be trained and are not just born with leadership. It is rather the ability to adapt to various social contexts, and how such social contexts define success, that are determinant. This school of thought was labeled the contingency theory, because leadership and success are both contingent upon social contexts and the leaders' ability to adapt. Although the contingency theory provides interesting tools to train leaders as well as additional reasons to construe leadership as a social object, it cannot provide a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon. As Fiedler has stated recently, ‘[I]f we learned anything from the past, it is that leadership processes are highly complex. Most serious researchers in the area agree that leadership is an interaction between the leader and the leadership situation, but this principle has still to be translated into practice.’60 

One of the key problems with approaches based on clinical psychology is that a great number of variables have to remain stable to be able to develop a comprehensive approach to leadership. The development of a comprehensive approach is not near in military organizations either, because there is less stability in terms of population composition, roles, tasks, organizational structures, etc. With increasing involvement in LIC, Western militaries will actually face even more instability and complexity in the future. It is also no surprise that other more qualitative approaches to military leadership are gaining favor.  
Clinical psychologists such as Graen,61 dissatisfied with the contingency theory and influenced by both economical and political theories, developed a new model emphasizing the idea that individual leaders are fundamentally conducting exchanges with their followers. The right to lead is exchanged against benefit for those led (comfort, security, access, etc). This model is often known as the transactional theory of leadership. Transactional theorists argue that leadership style and social context are secondary as long as the exchange is perceived as beneficial by the followers. This model, instead of prescribing how to select leaders, is rather a description of actual leadership activities. Yet, this approach remains essentially descriptive and does not address the issue of what leadership is. However, as discussed below, it illustrates well a deep tendency in actual military leadership practices at the macroscopic level. 

From an academic perspective, the transactional approach has also been criticized for over-emphasizing the importance of possible transactions between the leader and the followers, ignoring important dimensions of leadership such as persuasion, commitment, and establishing a vision and a sense of purpose for the subordinates. This critique comes from theorists from the transformational leadership school of thought such as Bernard Bass.62 Interestingly, it is James MacGregor Burns,63 a political sociologist, that provides one of the first serious sociological analyses of leadership in the context of the relationship between leaders and followers. Subsequently, psychologists and communications specialists proposed a new approach whereby they conceive ‘true’ and ethical leadership as a capacity to empower followers to surpass themselves. Style and exchange are construed only as means among many others for performing as a leader, and do not necessarily lead the followers to surpass themselves in the long run. It is important to note, however, that the transformational approach is still built upon achieving normative leadership effects, and does not address the question of what leadership is. Furthermore, it is based on small group dynamics research64 and does not expand much beyond the realm of social psychology. Nevertheless, this latest interest in the qualitative dimension of leadership is not surprising. 

Management and leadership studies evolve with their objects of inquiry. As the world of formal organizations is becoming increasingly complex, fast-paced and global, many issues have had to be revisited through a different frame of reference. The rise of the ‘organizational culture’ approach in the 1980s and 1990s is quite telling in this respect. In a world where there is more uncertainty, classical, mechanistic and structuralist conceptions of organizational life become increasingly dissatisfying. The study of leadership has followed a similar course. However, the application of those approaches to military studies is lagging behind by a certain number of years. 

It is tempting to construe the CF attempts to deal with its leadership problems as a mix of broad transactional approaches (pay and benefit incentives, quality of life programs, etc) and transformational approaches (renewed emphasis on honor, ethics, and courage in new policy documents). In any event, both of these approaches are similar to what is happening in many private and public sector organizations. Furthermore, it is likely that the CF will increasingly rely on transformational approaches as resources are more tightly managed in the public sector. However, beyond the issue of reduced resources leading to further reliance on less resource-intensive approaches to leadership, it is clear that increasing commitments to LIC missions require an increased emphasis on ‘meaning management.’ 

Already some research on leadership and meaning has been done, and it has led to the development of a school of thought on leadership labeled symbolic or cultural leadership. Interestingly, this form of leadership analysis emerged due to the greater uncertainty and chaos found in civilian organizations. In other words, 

[...] widening the scope of cultural leadership has some positive practical implications, particularly for managing in dynamic and turbulent environment. Organizations in such environments may oscillate between situations of crisis that require cultural change and periods of relative stability and cultural consolidation (Tushman and Romanelli 1985). Present environments seem to be causing such oscillation to occur in shorter and shorter cycles. In addition most organizations face multiple environments, some of which may call for change at the same time others seem to demand continuity and stability.65
One key step in developing a symbolic leadership perspective has been made by Bolman and Deal,66 who describe leadership as being ‘[…] about putting the organizations' values and position in words, and by symbolic actions, influencing people's attitudes and perception of reality […].’67 This type of approach to understanding leadership has been found quite useful in the field of hospital management in times of transition. 

[...] in times of transition hospital leaders could benefit from exercising symbolic leadership and act as symbols for fundamental values and visions. Symbolic leaders tend to be more successful in mobilizing their subordinates' resources than leaders who focus solely on the management dimension of leadership.68
Yet, this last school of thought remains profoundly attached to a prescriptive approach to leadership and thus limits the realm of analysis. 

This context, notwithstanding the immediate instrumental needs of the armed forces, calls for a deeper look into the essence of what leadership is. Leadership, by its very nature, is a collective experience, and studying military leadership from a sociological and anthropological perspective can eventually bring practitioners of military leadership to view their own work from a quite different angle. For instance, leadership from and for military women or military visible minorities could mean something different, and thus to be combat-effective means increasing the officers’ social flexibility rather than looking for the ‘ultimate’ way of doing things. Western armed forces are increasingly multicultural and gender-integrated, and the forces they send to participate in LIC are increasingly reflective of those transformations. 

From a conceptual perspective, leadership is a social activity, and thus, it is a form of social relationship that is socially constructed like other social objects. What is particular about leadership, however, is that it is usually observable only when there is a voluntary initiative taken by a social actor. Such an initiative has for its purpose to modify the actual social construction in which the social relationship is embedded. In other words, leadership implies someone attempting (not necessarily with success) to set a group’s internally accepted meaning structure on one or more issues. Whether it is the political leadership of Martin Luther King Jr. attempting to make African-American equality a valid and important issue in the eyes of an entire nation, or the leadership of a squad leader to overcome a situation that appears desperate, leadership is directly related to how perceptions and meaning are framed within a human collective. For this reason, leadership can be fundamentally defined as a relationship of meaning. The social context, based on the meaning it resides in, will be more or less congenial to the modification of the existing meaning structure, which in turn may or may not have an impact on behaviors. 

The strength of this definition is that it removes the necessity of ‘successful’ outcomes to study leadership. In avoiding using a prescriptive definition, it is possible to preserve the integrity of the object under study. Furthermore, it also allows construing leadership from a ‘maintenance’ perspective in the sense that preventing a meaning to evolve is also a form of leadership. The implication for military organizations is that this definition broadens leadership beyond the heroic type. The otherwise mundane, routinized and ‘not apparent’ leadership that prevents demoralization, and ultimately mutiny (i.e., preventing other meanings from becoming the prevalent meanings of the group), can be construed in a quite different light.

However, it is important to recall that if leadership is an attempt to affect a social construct, whether in modifying or maintaining it, leadership remains very much dependent on what such a social construct has to offer. In this sense, 

Whether delivered with many words or a few carefully chosen symbols, such messages [leadership vision] are not necessarily accepted just because they are understood. Another big challenge in leadership efforts is credibility--getting people to believe the message. Many things contribute to credibility: the track record of the person delivering the message, the content of the message itself, the communicator's reputation for integrity and trustworthiness, and the consistency between words and deeds.69
Once this is understood, then one can see why historically approaches to leadership embedded in clinical psychology and prescriptive analyses appear to succeed in following the trails of effective leadership traits and styles, and yet fail to produce a coherent model of leadership, as soon as they become more granular. This also explains why leadership will vary from one culture to another, from one gender to another, and from one group to another, and ultimately from one individual to another. Military leadership, thus, cannot be severed from the meaning structures that allow its existence in the first place. In other words, 

On the one hand, more often than in the past, they must handle moral misgivings among soldiers and among themselves and create internal credibility for their actions. On the other, they must regularly react to politically charged environments in order to establish external legitimacy. Military leaders have always carried primary responsibility for providing a sense of purpose to members of their units. Primarily, they did so by identifying and reinforcing shared values and identities, and linking unit goals and tasks to these values and identities.70
LIC and Meaning

Having the above definition in mind, it is now possible to see how leadership in LIC is different and why a renewed look at how leadership can be conceptualized is required. As stated above, it is interesting to note that military leadership comes into question at this time. Although both heroism and brutality found in armed conflicts have not changed from time immemorial, the meaning of many conflicts has changed. It is well known that in time of combat, the only real incentive is to stay alive and the real meaning is attached to the actual immediate situation in which the combatants are involved. The Fatherland, saving democracy, saving the Empire, the Kings and Queens play a secondary role in motivating troops to fight during those intense moments. For instance, ‘British troops have often shown themselves uncomfortable with exhortations of the heroic variety. Montgomery's success probably owed a great deal to his down-to-earth and businesslike style.’71 Yet, such analysis is based mostly on experience involving high-intensity conflicts such as the two World Wars. 

In LIC, considerations of a ‘higher order’ such as ‘why are we risking our lives’ are actually extremely important. The slower pace of operations and the perceived lower risks give ample time and opportunity to get the soldiers, individually and collectively, to seriously question their involvement in the conflict. There is, however, some reluctance to accept this idea in some military circles. This attitude appears to be in part due to a misunderstanding. Leadership has to play a role in framing the considerations of a ‘higher order’ to ensure that the troops are fighting with the best mindset possible. But this leadership role is not directly related to maintaining cohesion, it is about maintaining the esprit de corps. 

[...] there is a difference between cohesion and esprit, as was not infrequently made evident in Vietnam. Cohesion denotes the feelings of belonging and solidarity that occur mostly at the primary group level and result from sustained interactions, both formal and informal, among group members on the basis of common experiences, interdependence, and shared goals and values. Esprit denotes feeling of pride, unity of purpose, and adherence to an ideal represented by the unit, and it generally applies to larger units with more formal boundaries than those of the primary group.72 

This observation about Vietnam takes a different turn when one looks at contemporary LIC. They usually involve smaller detachments from several countries. In this sense, there is a greater overlap between cohesion and esprit when there are only a few units of a given nationality involved in the same LIC. Then, the tactical leaders are suddenly facing the tasks of both performing traditional leadership roles in a tactical context to support cohesion, and providing a frame of reference to the troops to support a strong esprit. While operational and strategic leaders traditionally did the latter task, they have to share it with tactical leaders as well. Yet, as the involvement of a given military force is quantitatively smaller, the temptation for operational and strategic leaders to become micro-managers becomes greater. Hence, new LIC have a tremendous impact on military leadership, and it is therefore unsurprising that military leadership at large is questioned more than ever. The direct implication is that armed forces involved in LIC have to be prepared to allow lower ranking officers and the NCOs to play active roles in framing meanings. 

Conclusion

The Canadian experience with LIC has been a difficult one at many levels, especially on military leadership. Yet, the lessons learned from it cannot be fully integrated until military leadership is construed differently. LIC are in many ways much more demanding as they require greater adjustments. It is not to say, however, that the CF did not accomplish successfully the tasks it was given. But it could have been made easier if its leaders were conscious from the outset that one of their main tasks is to create, maintain and reinforce meanings, and not only to ensure that the mission is completed in a strict instrumental sense.

The Western armed forces are facing an increasingly complex and unstable world, both outside and within the armed forces. Social background, bureaucratic structures, cultural and geographic environment, and the nature of war itself are anything but stable. Even terrorists' activities are embedded into fluctuating meanings and symbolism, and their actions can be construed only when taking into consideration ‘[a]n understanding of how terrorists think on a subjective and culturally determined level, where visions, emotional states and experience overlap and induce each other and find their representation in symbols.’73 In other words, the ‘new’ enemies are, too, part of a meaning structure, understanding of which is critical to assess their organizational goals and methods, effectiveness, and ultimately their leadership processes. ‘Know your enemy’ remains a fundamental wisdom in any conflict. It is also interesting to note that terrorists, like most militaries,74 do share a complex symbolic relationship with death, sacrifice and transcendental causes.75
The intent of this paper was not to produce concrete advice on how to reform military leadership selection and training for the CF or any other armed forces. Already some educational initiatives in Canada point towards making officers and NCOs much more cognizant and able to deal with ambiguous military and political contexts and to pay attention to the meanings they produce and maintain. The purpose of this paper was rather to provide a general overview of how critical meaningfulness is for LIC, and the key role of all military leaders in this regard. As Moskos and Burk have argued, ‘the history of modern military organization is a history of flux. The critical problem for historians and social scientists and for policy makers is to discern the underlying patterns of change and their significance for defining the military's social role and evaluating its capacity for fighting wars. The task, unfortunately, is far from easy.’76 Yet, this task has to be done, especially because LIC are certainly the most common form of conflict in which Western armed forces will be engaged in the foreseeable future.
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