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EARBEREREKT
(SOLDIERS SHOULD FOCUS ON ETHICAL BEHAVIOR)
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Wednesday, January 22, 2020

A significant aspect of the enduring trust the American people have in their
military is an expectation of mission accomplishment while “doing the right
thing"—acting ethically. This expectation is not new. While there have been
challenges throughout history—My Lai in Vietnam and Abu Ghraib in Irag most
notably—for the most part, our military continues to be one of the most trusted
and ethical organizations in the world.
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The Army accomplishes this by being a values-based organization, with a strong
professional ethic, a robust recruiting and education system, and strong ethical
leadership. Since ethical lapses erode trust and often make headlines, any and
all efforts to help the force maintain a culture of doing the right thing, even when
no one is watching, always seem timely and appropriate. There are many
reasons soldiers misbehave and/or act unethically. Some of the reasons include:
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— ~ Peer pressure.

—~ ~ Authorization (i.e., my superiors told me to or gave me tacit approval).
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Misplaced loyalty (weighing loyalty to a buddy over doing what is ethical).
Routinization (i.e., that's the way we’ve always done it).

Groupthink. Dehumanization (a feeling of moral superiority).
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Bracketed morality (i.e., | would only do this while deployed or on
temporary duty).

1+~ Moral disengagement (being so worn out physically, psychologically and
emotionally you stop thinking or reasoning—at the extreme, think Lord of the
Flies).
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Each of these reasons includes a great deal of psychology to get to their root
causes, and should be included in all U.S. Army Training and Doctrine
Command curricula and training. Also, an area the Army can do a better job of
educating and developing soldiers in is an emphasis on being self-aware; or
more specifically, being aware of what one is thinking.
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A Common Experience

Mindlessness or not being cognitively present in the moment is something we all
have experienced. At its most basic level, this is simply unintentional
daydreaming. Also, many tasks can be performed mindlessly such as tying your
shoes, pouring a cup of coffee or road-marching. For many, even driving a car is
done mindlessly. How often have you missed a turn because your mind was
elsewhere? No doubt many car accidents are a result of not paying attention in
the moment.
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There is a fair amount of academic research on mindfulness, mindlessness and
self-awareness. Three of the many experts in this field include Daniel Goleman,
Ellen Langer and Joseph Goldstein. Simply put, being self-aware or mindful
means being cognitively and emotionally present right now. And ... it is always
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right now. Again, one is intentionally focusing the mind on what is being done
now. It could be firing a weapon, driving a car or ordering a cup of coffee.
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What does this have to do with ethical behavior? Everything. | would like to
focus on the term “ethical sensitivity.” Ethical sensitivity is the ability (a learned
competency) to be aware of the ethical components in a situation. As mentioned
before, driving a car has an enormous ethical component to it due to the risk of
death to oneself and others. But even something as mundane as having a cup
of coffee with a friend has an ethical component to it. Ignoring your friend or not
listening to them is disrespectful.
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The Best Are Susceptible

One can act unethically and not be aware of it—being mindless. Research
suggests that as someone becomes more expert in their field they can become
less ethical because they are solely focused on what they are good at or what
they are doing. That is why they are the best at what they do. Think of cyclist
Lance Armstrong. Our Special Forces community certainly is at risk in this area.
But even the best mechanic or fire support specialist would be susceptible to

only focusing on what they are good at.
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The key point is that one can'’t think they are doing something wrong if they
aren’t thinking about what they are doing—they are acting without really thinking.
A college student plagiarizing a paper at 3 a.m. because the paper is due at 7
a.m. could be an example of being in a “doing but not thinking mode.” The
horrific events at My Lai and Abu Ghraib might be examples of this.
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Each of the eight psychological constructs (reasons) listed above could be
mitigated if the individual and/or group were more cognitively and emotionally
present and asked themselves, “What am | thinking right now?” “Are there
questions | need to ask?” “Am | doing the right thing right now?”
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Finally, and most importantly, selfawareness or being mindful is a skill one can
learn and practice over a lifetime. Many who practice this skill can catch
themselves not being mindful or present. Being self-aware is a skill you can
practice from the time you wake up to the time you go to sleep. Or more
succinctly, “If you are awake and conscious, you can be mindful and present.”
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Thinking in the moment won’t solve all ethical transgressions, but it will help.
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Lt. Col. Joe Doty, U.S. Army retired

Lt. Col. Joe Doty, USA Ret., Ph.D., works in ethical leader development. He
commanded at the battalion level and previously served as deputy director of
the Center for the Army Profession and Ethic.
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