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Leadership and Ethics IP 6207
Title: Senior Leader Derailment

The point is that tolerance for error is reduced as you achieve increased rank and responsibility because the effect of your errors has a greater impact.  A mistake as a Captain may affect a flight of Airmen; a transgression by a senior officer may infect and affect the entire Air Force.


(Anonymous

Introduction: Today’s senior leaders don’t need to be taught the basics and importance of ethical personal behavior. Yet often, the Air Force reads of misdeeds and transgressions by senior leaders.  Senior officers need to be reminded of the critical nature of their personal and professional decisions and provided signposts of ethical pitfalls, so these transgressions may be minimized in their personal conduct as well as the conduct of their peers. 

This lesson is designed to provide an understanding of how normal narcissism, self-control, and the senior officer landscape collide and provide an environment ripe for poor decisions.  It also provides an opportunity to reflect on one’s personal mental map, recognize its inherent flaws, and consciously create today, a personal management program for use tomorrow in the VUCA environment. 

This lesson seeks a psychological and sociological explanation to the risks associated with senior officer decision-making.  Senior officers, seemingly excellent performers, chose poorly at times.  The risk of poor decisions increases for senior officers because of unrecognized changes in the new senior leadership landscape. Unrecognized defects in the senior leader’s mental maps also increase the risk of making poor decisions.

An additional element to the new landscape beyond the flaws in the mental maps is the psychological construct of “normal narcissism.” This is a normal human condition, but must be constantly addressed and controlled. However, self-control as a senior officer becomes more taxing, as the element that supplies the energy to exercise self-control (willpower) is also consumed by everyday stress as well as used by the difficult decision-making processes that senior officers are charged with executing.  This source is finite and easily weakened—increasing the risk of poor self-control if not properly maintained. 

Lesson Objective: Comprehend the complex psychological and sociological pressures that may create an environment that increases the risk of unethical personal or professional behavior by senior officers.  CV-Integrity, Service Before Self, Excellence. 

Desired Learning Outcomes:

1.  Understand the nature and context of a senior officer’s lapses in ethical behavior.

2.  Recognize the psychological and sociological landscape that may increase the risk for senior officer unethical behavior.

3.  Comprehend the nature of self-control and how it affects both the senior decision-making process and ability to self-control.

4.  Analyze the psychological and sociological signposts within case studies that may have caused errors in judgment.

Questions for Study and Discussion: 
1.  What is the nature of “Normal Narcissism”? Is it a clinical disorder or a naturally occurring psychological construct? 

2.  What is the context of a senior officer’s lapses in judgment?  When and where do these errors happen? Can a flawed mental map lead one to rationalize an irrational decision?  How and why?

3.  What is the characteristic of willpower?  What are the demands of senior leadership that strain willpower?  How is it maintained and/or strengthened?

4.  From the case studies and application of the readings, were there signposts of increased risk for the subject senior officer?  What were they and how could they be addressed to reduce the risk? 

Assigned Readings:

1.  Eisen, Col Stefan, Jr., Challenges for the Senior Leader: Potential Landmines in the Senior Leader Decision-Making Landscape, Unpublished Faculty Paper, Department of Leadership and Ethics, Air War College, May 2003, pp. 1–21.

2.  Davenport, Dr. Manuel, What We Do In Private, paper delivered at the United States Air Force Academy JSCOPE XIX Conference, 1998, 5 pp. Available on the Internet at http://www.usafa.af.mil/ jscope/JSCOPE98/DAV98.htm 

3.  Eisen, Col Stefan, Jr., Senior Officer Courts Martial and Article 15 Summary, Unpublished Faculty Paper, Department of Leadership and Ethics, Air War College, May 2003, pp. 1–7.

4.  Case Studies (Issued separately).

Suggested Readings: 

Carlino, Maj. Michael A., Ethical Education at the Unit Level, paper delivered at the United States Air Force Academy JSCOPE Conference, 2000, 13 pp.  Available on the Internet at http://www.usafa.af. mil/jscope/JSCOPE00/Carlino00.html
Kennedy, Dr. Robert G., Why Military Officers Must Have Training in Ethics, paper delivered at the United States Air Force Academy JSCOPE Conference, 2000, 10 pp. Available on the Internet at http://www.usafa.af.mil/jscope/JSCOPE00/Kennedy00.html
Kellogg, Dr. David, Career Fear: A Worm in the Core of American Military Values, paper delivered at the United States Air Force Academy JSCOPE Conference, 1999, 14 pp. Available on the Internet at http://www.usafa.af.mil/jscope/JSCOPE99/Kellogg99.html
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