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Leadership in the XXI Century — Digital Age

by Major James K. Morningstar

“Leadership ...is the thing that wins
battles.”!
- GEN George S. Patton, Jr.

Victory in the digital age, more than
ever before, requires leaders who can
make bold and quick decisions. New
technology delivers unprecedented vol-
umes of information to front line com-
manders, burdening them with a rapid
operational tempo. Only leaders who
quickly convert information into deci-
sive action can fully realize the poten-
tial of this applied science. These lead-
ers, however, will find that digital tech-
nology makes unique demands on the
human dimensions of leadership. To
meet future needs for bold and decisive
leaders, the Army must change its cur-
rent methods of leader development
and begin to seek out and reward junior
leaders who take risks.

Army doctrine defines leadership as:
“...the process of influencing others to
accomplish the mission by providing
purpose, direction, and motivation.”?
This process begins with decision-
making. Leaders identify what must be
done and then provide others with the
reason and motivation to do it. They
inspire others through time-honored
traits such as experience, physical en-
durance, judgment, ‘“uprightness and
cleanliness of character.”® They build
cohesive and efficient teams by estab-
lishing standards, enforcing discipline,
and conducting challenging training.
Above all else, leaders are counted on
to know what to do. The essence of

leadership remains unchanged, but the
dawning century will reveal shining
opportunities and shadowy challenges
to leadership new to battle.

The Army foresees “...future informa-
tion technology will greatly increase
the volume, accuracy, and speed of
battlefield information available to
commanders.”* This technology allows
greater fidelity in addressing the true
nature of combat. Battle is not a pre-
dictable unfolding of events along lines
in time and space. Battle is not linear,
but rather plays itself out in sequences
of decision points immune to predeter-
mined direction. Historic command and
control systems could not hope to redi-
rect combat power faster than condi-
tions changed in this chaotic system.
Leaders were forced to decide direction
in advance and apply combat power in
a linear fashion against conditions as
they hoped to find them (with frequent
pauses to adjust to reality). Digital
technology will provide the leaders at
the decision points with the information
and means necessary to address condi-
tions as and when they find them. This
does not, in and of itself, equate to
greater combat effectiveness, for knowl-
edge does not equal action. Rather, as
Robert Leonhard observed, “Informa-
tion breeds decisions.” It is leaders
who translate information into combat
power — they make decisions.

The importance of decision-making is
more of a remembrance then a revela-
tion. Among the fifty-year-old princi-
ples of Army leadership is ‘“Make

sound and timely decisions.” Doctrine
adds, “You must be able to rapidly as-
sess situations and make sound deci-
sions. If you delay or try to avoid mak-
ing a decision, you may cause unneces-
sary casualties and fail to accomplish
the mission. Indecisive leaders create
hesitancy, loss of confidence, and con-
fusion. You must be able to anticipate
and reason under the most trying condi-
tions and quickly decide what actions
to take.”® The revelation is in under-
standing that future technology actually
increases the importance and difficulty
of decision-making and leadership.

Digital technology places unsuspected

challenges on leadership. In his analy-
sis of U.S. Army operations in Somalia,
Mark Bowden found “Men in battle
drink up information like water.”” With
digital technology, those men drink
from a fire hose. A flood of information
can drown some leaders’ ability to
make decisions. Bowden continued,
“...Soldiers fought better when things
were going their way. Once things
turned, it was harder to reassert con-
trol.”® Perfect situational knowledge
leads to perfect frustration when events
go awry. Leadership, not technology,
changes the direction of events. As
S.L.A. Marshall observed more than
thirty years, “There are no computers in
the jungle. And if there were, they
wouldn’t help.”®

Digital technology can, perversely,
isolate leaders from the fight. In Moga-
dishu, the commander “...and his staff
probably had more instant information
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about this unfolding battle than any
commander in history, but there wasn’t
much they could do but watch and lis-
ten.”!% During a “digital rotation” at the
National Training Center, I witnessed a
battalion employing a digital mobile
command post in the defense. While
the commander watched his bank of
monitors inside the command post, his
sergeant major stood outside and
watched enemy tanks skirt the battal-
ion’s forward positions. When asked
what his commander knew of the en-
emy’s maneuver, the sergeant major
said, “If he’d get off that damn Nin-
tendo and come out here, he’d see!” As
General Sherman said many years be-
fore, “No man can properly command
an army from the rear, he must be ‘at
its front’.”!! The telegraph, telephone,
and radio did not alter this rule, and
neither will digital connections. It is old
doctrine: “Decision-making must ulti-
mately rely upon the commander’s
judgment based upon his personal ob-
servation of the battlefield.”!2

In assessing future operations, the
U.S. Army’s Training and Doctrine
Command acknowledges the limits of
technology and the importance of deci-
sion-making: “Despite advances in
information technology, commanders,
leaders, and soldiers will never have
perfect knowledge of the operational
situation surrounding them. Yet, due to
the pace and complexity of future bat-
tle, commanders, more so than in the
past, must accept uncertainty and not
hesitate to act instead of waiting for
more analysis or information.”!* The
best technology will not motivate men
forward in dangerous and uncertain
circumstances. Only leadership, that
ability to make a decision and move
out, can cut the fog of war. As General
George C. Marshall noted, “The great
difficulty is observing the execution,
and pushing it at the weak point and
getting it ahead.”!*

Ironically, the more prominent com-
puters become in battle, the more im-
portant becomes the human bond be-
tween leaders and their soldiers. J.F.C.
Fuller wrote, “The more mechanical
become the weapons with which we
fight, the less mechanical must be the
spirit which controls them.” In the
midst of the great mechanical revolu-
tion of World War II, General George
S. Patton Jr. eloquently observed,
“Wars may be fought by weapons, but
they are won by men. It is the spirit of
the men who follow and the man who

leads that gains victory.” When opera-
tions follow computer guidance, sol-
diers will only follow leaders. Soldiers
know computers don’t care. Only lead-
ers, as General Dennis Reimer says,
“... know their soldiers’ strengths and
weaknesses. This is the key to suc-
cess.”13

The digital battlefield challenges lead-
ers to motivate soldiers in a torrent of
information. General Marshall illus-
trated how leaders motivate soldiers in
a confused, rapidly moving battle, rife
with information on the situation, in
recalling Patton at Strausburg in 1945.
Marshall said, “He [Patton] interviewed
several commanders. In each case they,
in accordance with their training, began
to tell him about enemy movements.
They were doing what they were
taught. But this was a great emergency.
Everything was in confusion. In each
case, Patton would interrupt and say, ‘I
don’t want to know a goddam thing
about the enemy. What are you doing?’
This changed their psychology. It was a
perfect example of leadership.”'® Find-
ing his soldiers searching for accurate
information, Patton sought action. Dig-
its will not transmit this will to win.
That is the leadership required in to-
morrow’s battles.

Today, the Army’s challenge is to
produce tomorrow’s leaders. The “digi-
tal age” demands quick decisions by
leaders at the front who can see into the
souls of soldiers and inspire them in the
face of danger and uncertainty. Some
of these traits can, as the Army be-
lieves, “... be learned through self-
study, education, training, and experi-
ence.” Some can only be revealed.

To make quick decisions in ambigu-
ous circumstances, a leader must take
risks. Unfortunately, the Army has little
toleration for such leaders. Because
tight training budgets often limit lead-
ers to a single maneuver or gunnery
exercise during a rating period, only
those who avoid mistakes get high rat-
ings. A bad rating will haunt even the
newest lieutenant for the rest of his
career. Command goes to those who,
through choice or nature, avoid mis-
takes by avoiding risks. While the fu-
ture demands decisive leaders, the pre-
sent environment produces passive
types.

This climate is cyclic in Army history.
During the 1840s and 1850s, men who

sought safe duty enjoyed meteoric
Army careers. In 1853, for example,

one young officer prone to avoid risk
refused to enter unexplored areas of
wilderness despite his mission to sur-
vey territory in the Pacific northwest.!”
This refusal did not harm George
McClellan’s rise to the top of the
Army. When later confronted with the
unexpected on campaign in Virginia in
1862, McClellan lost his nerve, his
battles, his campaign, and many men’s
lives. He proved over-dependent on
(faulty) intelligence and lacked the
ability to make decisions when faced
with uncertainty. In peacetime, that
liability wasn’t as important to promo-
tion as other, more aesthetic, character-
istics.

Talk with today’s junior leaders and
you will find suspicions that the Army
is again promoting “lack of failure”
over bold decision-making. They feel
the same systemic constraints noted by
Roger H. Nye a decade ago:

“... the power of the company com-
mander has been denigrated by modern
communications, by theories of man-
agement that have moved much of the
company administration to higher head-
quarters, and by centralized systems of
pay, promotion, training, maintenance,
and supply that bypass the command-
er’s authority and impact directly on
the soldier below him. It is possible for
a captain of average ability to be quite
successful in the eyes of higher authori-
ties if he faithfully obeys, enforces
standards set by others, and does not
violate some cardinal rules of leader-
ship and management. This is good
followership, but it is not command.”'8

In the 1990s, LTG Stroup added,
“...studies and surveys confirm that
something in the Army environment is
changing. We hear anecdotal accounts
of careerism, stifled initiative, lack of
trust of subordinates and a growing
zero defects mentality ... the shift has
been subtle and unconscious.”®

In such an environment, it is virtually
impossible to groom and assess the
decision-making abilities of junior
leaders. So instead we promote photo-
graphs, PT scores, and “lack of failure”
in one’s record. We reward only those
slavishly faithful to the rules, but as
General Grant said, “If men make war
in slavish observance of rules, they will
fail.”? Any officers ambitious for
higher command seem to make “a ca-
reer out of their own careers rather than
a career out of leading their units.”?!
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There is little doubt that today’s Army

would promote McClellan and send
Grant and Sherman back to civilian
life.

Our Army has historically waited until
the fighting starts to replace passive
peacetime leaders with bolder decision-
makers. Famous first defeats, like Kas-
serine Pass, served as wake-up calls.
We should not wait to apply Major
General Ernest Harmon’s after-action
observation from Kasserine, “Up to the
time of battle itself, we are inclined to
stress administration, paperwork, and
tactical knowledge above the flair for
leadership. In this we are wrong....”?
The precision, lethality, and tempo of
the next first battle could make the con-
sequence of poor leadership unimag-
inably disastrous. We must have bold,
decision-making leaders in place when
the first shot is fired.

Today, we often hear the mantra of
digitization echoing like a chant to
ward off the specter of future defeat.
While technological developments in
rapid shared communications and pre-
cision weapons are tremendous combat
multipliers, they are not a warranty for
victory. To succeed on the future bat-
tlefield, the Army must develop deci-
sive leaders today. Tomorrow’s battles
will be characterized by rapidly flow-
ing information in a fast-paced, uncer-
tain, and lethal environment. Today’s
Army must encourage and reward lead-
ers who can take risks and make quick,
bold decisions in fast-paced and am-
biguous circumstances. It is this leader-
ship that continues to be “the thing that
wins battles.”
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