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In the end, the difference here between life and death,
mission accomplishment and failure, is leadership.
(Ramthun & Matkin, 2014: 251)
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Leadership in Military High-risk Teams
RQ: How does Danish military high-risk teams practice leadership, and what makes it
possible?

Before High-Risk
Field Exercises and
Live Firing Exercises
in Denmark.
Camp in Afghanistan.
Observations.
Participation.
Conversations.

During High-Risk

After High-Risk

Camp in Afghanistan.
Observations.
Participation.
Conversations.

Observations.
Participation.
Conversations.

Denmark.
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“While much is known about leadership effectiveness in corporate and
business settings (Bass & Bass, 2008), much less is known about the
variables that explain how leaders behave when facing extreme
situations”
Giannantonio & Hurley-Hanson (2013: xi)

“The context where the least amount of leadership research has
been conducted is deployment/combat mission contexts.”
Wong, Bliese, & McGurk (2003, p.677)
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Analysis of symposia (2000-2015) at the IAMPS webpage
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January to March 2018
Minutes

Remarks

Verbal Orders
Field Interviews

624
1.635

20 verbal orders for tactical manoeuvres.
15 interviews not all directly qualitative, e.g. periods without talking
while driving in difficult terrain or traffic.

After Action
Reviews

195

8 after action reviews. An after action review concludes every mission.

Instructions
Briefings

70
156

E.g. fragmentary orders to the team given when time is limited.
A combination of general information and recapitulation of small
different issues.

Meetings
Platoon Meetings

129
132

E.g. spontaneous gatherings about this and that.
Normally lead by the platoon leader where all privates and NCOs are
gathered.

NCO Meetings

48

E.g. coordination between the NCOs in different platoons in order to
standardise procedures where weapons and equipment are shared.

‘Classical’
Interviews

758

11 individual and focus group interviews.

Video Recordings

991

E.g. orders, after action reviews, patrols and reconnaissance tasks,
which are used e.g. as a part of follow-up interviews.

Total minutes of
observation (550
hours)

33.000

Participating in e.g. live firing, training and field exercises before
deployment is not included.

Subject

Field notes
Total minutes

Over 100 typewritten pages.
37.738
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”… leadership is a complex and multilevel dynamic system of
which any specific leader is only part….”

”…scholars tend to study team leadership from the perspective
of a single source … and do not consider the possibility that
team leadership can come from multiple sources
simultaneously … such research is likely to offer an incomplete
account of the extent of leadership in teams”
Morgeson et al., (2010: 9)

”…relational processes are left largely untheorized.” ”… entity
methodologies are limited in their ability to capture
process…”
Uhl-Bien (2006: 661, 664, 666).
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“Jakob, what we are doing here is the best
form of protection we can have. Becoming
a kind of friends with them [the Afghan
soldiers], they do not want to shoot us. If
something is wrong, they will have more
confidence and trust in telling us what is
going on. It is the best local security we
can get. Show them respect of their
country and their language.”
Soldier 12 on dismounted patrol in Kabul,
February 10, 2018
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• Observe
interaction
• Analyze the
meaning of the
context
• Knowledge of
‘tacit knowledge’
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• Access to a
special
knowledge
• Co-creation of
the research

“Jakob, you really missed that meeting, you would have loved
to observe it”.
Soldier 5 in dialogue, Kabul,
February 13, 2018
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• Preconceived assumptions
• Identify myself
• Reflexive stance and adaptive
development of the research
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“It is stupid not to be afraid. It is important to be afraid. You have to
embrace that anxiety of death. That is what drives you to do your best.
Of course, you are not scared to death all the time, but you have it
constantly in your head”
“… Yesterday I got a little scared when we got the security briefing.
When we saw the photos of VBIED [Vehicle Borne Improvised
Explosive Device] and PBIED [Personal Borne Improvised Explosive
Device], I thought ‘shit’, it is happening just on the other side of the wall,
and it can happen to us as it happened to them [A Danish team which
was attacked by a VBIED a couple of months before]. A couple of
thoughts are going through your head – is it worth it?”
“Risk … we must find our own meaning of being here.”
Soldier 3, 7 and 11 during focus group interview,
Kabul, February 3, 2018
Nr. 14 11-05-2018

Nr. 15 11-05-2018

”… dangerous contexts are
dimensional and findings from
one typology cannot necessarily
be generalized to another. Thus,
just as attempting to build a
generalized or normative “one
size fits all” model of
business leadership would
not be scientifically valid or
useful, developing a general
model of dangerous or
extreme leadership would be
equally inappropriate”.
Hannah et al. (2010:161)

“… any transfer of a study’s findings to other contexts is the
responsibility of the reader, not the researcher. The findings must
include enough thick descriptions for readers to assess the potential
transferability and appropriateness for their own settings.”
Miles, Huberman, & Saldana (2013)
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“Here everybody can do everything, and
everybody knows everything. When something
happens, everybody is equally and the first and
best contact report initiates action. It is not
always the sergeant who has the overview of
the situation. Of course, the sergeant has an
education, but many soldiers are more qualified
than the sergeant is. Our sergeant is very good
at following the more experienced soldiers and
he deposits a lot of trust in them. Everybody
knows what we are doing and how the task
should be solved”.
Soldier 18 in dialogue,
Kabul, February 23, 2018
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Questions?

Just shoot…

Thank you

Knowledge
and Foresight

