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Introduction: Defining Attitudes and Military Command Context

Attitudes toward military commanders represent a complex and critical area within social
psychology and organizational behavior, particularly given the unique demands and hierarchical
structure inherent to military organizations. An attitude is generally defined as a psychological
tendency that is expressed by evaluating a particular entity with some degree of favor or disfavor.
In the military context, this entity is the commander, ranging from squad leaders to high-ranking
general officers. These attitudes are not merely transient opinions but are structured beliefs,
feelings, and behavioral intentions directed toward the individual leader and, by extension, the
authority they represent. Understanding these attitudes is paramount because they directly
influence unit cohesion, discipline, morale, and ultimately, mission effectiveness. The high-stakes
environment of military operations magnifies the importance of these evaluations, as perceptions of
a commander's competence or integrity can have life-or-death consequences for subordinates,
making the formation and maintenance of these attitudes subject to intense psychological scrutiny
and pressure.

The formation of attitudes toward military commanders is driven by the interplay of cognitive,
affective, and behavioral components. The cognitive component involves beliefs about the
commander's capabilities, experience, and decision-making skills--for example, the belief that a
commander is either strategically brilliant or recklessly incompetent. The affective component
encompasses the emotional reactions, such as respect, loyalty, admiration, fear, or resentment,
that subordinates feel toward their leader. Finally, the behavioral component reflects the
observable actions resulting from these beliefs and feelings, including willingness to comply with
orders, dedication to the mission, or, conversely, passive resistance or open dissent. Crucially, the
military environment is characterized by enforced obedience and inherent power disparities,
meaning that behavioral expressions of negative attitudes might be suppressed, yet the underlying
cognitive and affective structures remain highly influential in determining discretionary effort and
commitment. Therefore, researchers must look beyond overt compliance to assess the true nature
and strength of these internalized attitudes toward military leadership.

Furthermore, attitudes toward commanders operate on multiple levels of abstraction. Subordinates
hold attitudes toward their immediate, direct supervisors, who are intimately involved in daily
operations and welfare. Simultaneously, they hold attitudes toward senior leadership, often based
on mediated information, public reputation, or perceived organizational policies emanating from the
highest levels of command. These two levels can sometimes be contradictory; a soldier might
highly respect their platoon leader while simultaneously holding negative attitudes toward the
distant general staff responsible for the overall strategic direction or resource allocation. The
military structure, being a total institution, also means that the commander's role often extends
beyond purely professional duties, encompassing elements of mentorship, welfare provider, and
moral exemplar. Consequently, attitudes are shaped not just by professional competence but also
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by perceived character, fairness, and personal integrity, making the commander a complex target
of psychological evaluation that integrates both task-oriented and relationship-oriented judgments.

Foundations of Commander Attitudes: Psychological Mechanisms

The psychological foundations underlying attitudes toward military commanders are deeply rooted
in established theories of social cognition and group dynamics, particularly Attribution Theory.
Subordinates constantly seek to understand the causes of events within their operational
environment, and the commander is frequently the primary focus of these causal attributions.
When a mission succeeds, subordinates often employ self-serving bias, attributing success to their
own efforts, but also tend to credit the commander's skill and strategic foresight (internal
attribution), especially if the commander is already held in high regard. Conversely, during failures,
attitudes are highly vulnerable. If subordinates perceive the commander as incompetent or unfair,
failure is readily attributed internally to the commander's poor judgment or character flaws, leading
to rapid deterioration of respect and trust. If the commander is already trusted, subordinates are
more likely to make external attributions, blaming environmental factors, enemy action, or
inadequate resources, thereby protecting the existing positive attitude structure. This constant
process of attributing outcomes shapes the enduring dispositional attitude toward the leader.

Another powerful psychological mechanism is Social Identity Theory (SIT), which posits that
individuals derive self-esteem and identity from their membership in social groups. In the military,
the unit serves as a crucial in-group. Attitudes toward the commander are strongly mediated by the
commander's perceived prototypicality--that is, the extent to which the commander is seen as
embodying the values, norms, and aspirations of the unit or the service as a whole. A commander
who successfully reinforces a positive social identity for the unit, perhaps by securing resources or
achieving notable operational feats, garners positive attitudes because they enhance the
subordinate's own self-concept. Conversely, a commander who is perceived as prioritizing
personal gain, violating institutional norms, or failing to protect the unit's reputation is rapidly
marginalized psychologically, even if technically obeyed, leading to highly negative attitudes and
potential identity conflict within the subordinate. The commander acts as a symbolic representation
of the group, making their perceived character integral to the unit's collective self-esteem.

Furthermore, the concept of cognitive schemas plays a vital role in attitude formation. Individuals
possess pre-existing mental frameworks regarding what constitutes a "good" or "effective" military
commander, often derived from training, historical examples, and cultural narratives. These
schemas include expected traits such as decisiveness, courage, strategic thinking, and emotional
control under pressure. When a new commander's behavior aligns closely with the subordinate's
idealized schema, positive attitudes form quickly and are resistant to minor contradictory evidence-
-a phenomenon related to the halo effect. However, if a commander's actions consistently violate
these core schema expectations--for instance, showing hesitation or perceived cowardice--the
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resulting negative attitude is often severe and difficult to reverse, as it fundamentally undermines
the subordinate's cognitive structure of effective leadership. These schemas provide shortcuts for
evaluating complex leadership behavior, allowing rapid attitude formation essential in dynamic
military environments where immediate judgments are often required.

The Role of Charisma and Leadership Styles

The effectiveness of a commander in shaping positive attitudes is inextricably linked to their
leadership style, with transformational leadership often yielding the most profound positive
effects. Transformational commanders inspire subordinates by articulating a compelling vision,
fostering intellectual stimulation, providing individualized consideration, and acting as idealized
influences. This style moves beyond simple compliance (transactional leadership) and encourages
internalization, where subordinates adopt the commander's goals as their own, leading to strong,
enduring positive attitudes rooted in loyalty and shared purpose rather than mere coercion.
Charisma, a critical component of idealized influence, involves the commander possessing
extraordinary qualities that inspire devotion and confidence. When subordinates perceive a
commander as charismatic, they are more likely to overlook minor flaws or accept high risks,
attributing success to the leader's exceptional qualities rather than situational factors, thereby
cementing highly favorable attitudes.

Conversely, purely transactional leadership, based strictly on contingent reward and
management-by-exception, tends to produce attitudes that are functional but shallow.
Subordinates respect the commander's ability to manage tasks and provide necessary rewards
(e.g., promotions, time off) but lack the deep emotional connection and identification fostered by
transformational approaches. Attitudes here are pragmatic; they remain positive as long as the
commander upholds the bargain and delivers expected outcomes. However, if the transactional
contract is broken--if promised rewards are withheld or if the commander fails to prevent
unwarranted punishment--attitudes can rapidly turn negative because the relationship lacks the
underlying psychological resilience provided by shared values and inspiration. Attitudes formed
under transactional leadership are therefore more volatile and outcome-dependent than those
formed under charismatic, transformational leadership.

The perception of decisiveness and competence is another crucial determinant of attitudes, often
overriding personal likeability in the military context. Military operations demand rapid,
consequential decision-making. A commander perceived as hesitant, overly cautious, or
inconsistent risks eroding subordinate confidence, leading to negative attitudes regarding their
professional capabilities. Even if a commander is personally well-liked, a lack of perceived
technical or strategic competence undermines the fundamental military requirement for trust in the
chain of command. The psychological burden of knowing that a commander's poor decision could
result in personal danger or mission failure generates substantial negative affect. This reliance on
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competence often leads to the halo effect, where a commander who demonstrates exceptional
skill in one critical area (e.g., combat maneuvering) is subsequently judged favorably across
unrelated domains (e.g., administrative fairness), thus solidifying a generalized positive attitude
structure.

Impact of Operational Success and Failure

Operational outcomes serve as potent feedback mechanisms that critically shape and modify
attitudes toward military commanders. Success generally reinforces positive attitudes, providing
empirical validation for the commander's strategy, judgment, and competence. When a mission is
successfully completed, subordinates experience positive reinforcement, and the collective sense
of achievement is often psychologically linked directly to the commander's leadership. This
success acts as a powerful source of legitimacy, increasing referent power and strengthening the
commander's influence far beyond formal authority. Psychological research indicates that repeated
successes create a buffer, making existing positive attitudes more resistant to future minor
setbacks or failures, as the leader gains the benefit of the doubt--subordinates are more likely to
attribute subsequent failures to external, uncontrollable variables rather than internal leadership
deficiencies.

Conversely, operational failure poses an immediate and severe threat to positive attitudes. Failure
often triggers intense negative emotional responses--frustration, grief, or anger--which
subordinates must reconcile. The way a commander handles failure is almost as crucial as the
failure itself. Commanders who attempt to shift blame entirely to subordinates or external factors
often exacerbate negative attitudes by being perceived as lacking accountability or integrity. The
most damaging scenario occurs when failure is attributed internally to the commander's perceived
incompetence, recklessness, or moral dereliction, leading to a profound crisis of confidence. This
crisis can rapidly dismantle years of positive relationship building, transforming respect into
resentment and compliance into mere mechanical obedience, severely impacting future unit
performance and initiative.

The concept of Learned Helplessness can also emerge in environments dominated by perceived
command failure. If subordinates feel that their efforts consistently fail due to poor command
decisions, they may develop a generalized negative attitude characterized by apathy, reduced
effort, and a belief that outcomes are uncontrollable regardless of their actions. This psychological
state is highly corrosive to morale and unit cohesion. Effective commanders, when facing failure,
mitigate negative attitude shifts by demonstrating transparency, accepting appropriate
responsibility, and, critically, articulating clear and credible corrective actions. By framing failure as
a learning opportunity rather than a terminal verdict, the commander reinforces perceptions of
resilience and competence, thereby protecting the underlying positive attitudes toward their ability
to lead effectively in the long term.
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Factors Influencing Subordinate Attitudes: Trust and Justice

Trust is arguably the single most important factor mediating subordinate attitudes toward military
commanders. Trust in this context is multifaceted, encompassing both competence trust (belief in
the commander's technical and strategic ability to lead successfully) and character trust (belief in
the commander's integrity, honesty, and commitment to subordinate welfare). Subordinates must
believe that the commander not only can achieve the mission but also will protect their interests to
the extent possible. In high-risk military settings, where subordinates frequently risk their lives,
character trust is non-negotiable. A commander who is perceived as exploiting subordinates for
personal gain, exhibiting favoritism, or sacrificing unit welfare unnecessarily will rapidly generate
deep, entrenched negative attitudes, regardless of their operational successes. This loss of trust
transforms the relationship from a willing partnership into a grudging adherence to rules,
fundamentally undermining the psychological contract.

Closely related to character trust is the critical role of Organizational Justice, particularly
procedural justice. Procedural justice refers to the perceived fairness of the processes and
methods used to determine outcomes, such as disciplinary actions, promotions, resource
allocation, and task assignments. When subordinates perceive that the commander employs fair,
consistent, and transparent procedures--for instance, providing clear explanations for decisions
and allowing subordinates to voice concerns--positive attitudes toward the command are
strengthened, even if the eventual outcome is unfavorable to the subordinate. Conversely,
perceptions of arbitrary decision-making, inconsistent enforcement of standards, or biased
treatment are rapid catalysts for negative attitudes. A commander must be seen as a neutral and
honest broker of institutional rules; failure to uphold this perception leads subordinates to view the
command structure itself as illegitimate or hostile.

Furthermore, Distributive Justice--the perceived fairness of the outcomes received (e.g.,
rewards, burdens, assignments)--also influences attitudes. While subordinates understand that
military life involves unequal distribution of resources and risks, they require the commander to
ensure that these distributions are equitable and proportional to contribution or need. If a
commander consistently assigns the most dangerous or arduous tasks to the same group or
individual without justifiable cause, or if rewards are seen as going disproportionately to favorites,
negative attitudes rooted in resentment and feelings of exploitation will proliferate. The
maintenance of positive attitudes requires the commander to actively manage the balance between
mission requirements and the equitable treatment of personnel, reinforcing the belief that the
leader is acting in the collective interest rather than serving personal biases or power motives.

Societal and Cultural Influences on Commander Perception

Attitudes toward military commanders are not formed in a vacuum; they are heavily influenced by
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broader societal and cultural narratives, particularly concerning heroism, authority, and warfare.
Societal reverence for military figures, often amplified through media and historical accounts, can
create powerful initial positive schemas that subordinates and the public apply to current
commanders. For example, cultures that highly value martial prowess and decisive leadership will
predispose their members to hold favorable attitudes toward commanders who embody those
traits, even if their operational record is mixed. These cultural templates establish the criteria by
which a commander's behavior is judged, affecting how easily positive or negative attitudes are
formed and how rapidly they disseminate through the organization and the civilian populace.

The role of civilian media and political alignment is increasingly significant in shaping public
and, indirectly, organizational attitudes toward senior commanders. High-ranking military leaders
often become public figures whose actions are scrutinized through a political lens. Media coverage,
whether critical or laudatory, filters the information subordinates receive about commanders
outside their immediate chain of command. If a commander is widely celebrated in the media, this
external validation can reinforce positive internal attitudes within the military. Conversely, if a
commander is the subject of intense political or media criticism, even if perceived as unfair by the
troops, it can introduce doubt and ambiguity, potentially eroding internal attitudes, particularly
among those subordinates who share the critical external perspective. This external scrutiny
makes the management of public perception an inherent, modern component of senior military
leadership.

Moreover, historical precedent and institutional memory significantly influence attitudes. Military
organizations possess a strong institutional memory regarding past leaders who were either
revered successes or catastrophic failures. Current commanders are often psychologically
benchmarked against these historical figures. An officer who adopts strategies reminiscent of a
celebrated historical figure may benefit from immediate, positive attitudinal transfer, while one
whose actions resemble a historical failure may face immediate skepticism and negative
predisposition. This historical context provides a deep, often unconscious, cultural layer that
shapes expectations regarding command behavior, accountability, and the appropriate exercise of
military authority, demanding that commanders operate within the boundaries established by the
service's collective past experiences and moral code.

Consequences of Attitudes: Morale, Cohesion, and Performance

The attitudes subordinates hold toward their military commanders have profound, measurable
consequences across the spectrum of organizational performance. Positive attitudes--
characterized by high trust, respect, and admiration--are the foundation of high unit morale. High
morale translates directly into greater persistence in the face of adversity, increased willingness to
accept personal risk, and higher levels of job satisfaction and retention. When subordinates
genuinely respect and trust their commander, they are motivated by internalized commitment
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rather than external compulsion, leading to discretionary effort that significantly exceeds minimum
requirements. This positive psychological climate is essential for enduring operational tempo and
long-term organizational health, acting as a crucial intangible asset during times of prolonged
stress or conflict.

Negative attitudes, conversely, severely degrade unit cohesion and discipline. When attitudes
toward the commander are negative--marked by feelings of resentment, distrust, or contempt--
subordinates are more likely to engage in counterproductive work behaviors, ranging from passive
resistance and cynicism to outright insubordination or violation of regulations. Negative attitudes
create psychological distance between the leader and the led, fracturing the necessary vertical
bonds of trust that link the chain of command. This breakdown in vertical cohesion often forces the
commander to rely exclusively on coercive power (punishment and threat) rather than referent or
expert power, which is inefficient and highly detrimental to long-term discipline and initiative,
particularly in decentralized operations where self-reliance is critical.

Ultimately, attitudes toward commanders are a primary determinant of operational performance.
A commander who enjoys strong, positive attitudes from subordinates benefits from enhanced
communication flow, faster decision implementation, and higher quality output because
subordinates are invested in the commander's success. Research consistently demonstrates that
effective leadership, which generates positive attitudes, leads to superior mission accomplishment
metrics, reduced incidents of error, and better adaptation to unforeseen challenges. Therefore, the
psychological health of the command relationship is not merely an internal HR concern but a
critical strategic variable. Military institutions must systematically monitor and manage the factors
that shape these attitudes, recognizing that the perception of the commander is a key predictor of
whether a unit will merely function or truly excel under pressure.
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