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Abstract

The modern battlefield is increasingly characterised by volatility, uncertainty, complexity,
and ambiguity (VUCA). NATO Special Operation Forces (SOF) operate in this VUCA
environment that require leaders capable of adaptive decision-making and effective
multinational collaboration. The NSOU Leadership Academy programme was created to
provide structured leadership development on the men and women of the NATO SOF
community that will allow them to fulfil their missions in this VUCA environment, by
achieving cognitive superiority over their adversaries. This study evaluates whether the
programme is fit for purpose in developing the leadership capabilities required for the future
NATO SOF Command Teams. A convergent mixed-methods research design was used with
a structured questionnaire distributed to graduates of the NSOU Leadership Academy
programme. Data were collected from 120 participants (N=120) representing a wide range
of ranks, experience levels, and programme’s course stages. Quantitative data were analysed
using descriptive and inferential statistical techniques. Qualitative responses were analysed
through thematic coding to identify recurring themes related to programme’s effectiveness

and leadership development.

Findings indicate the programme’s positive contribution to participant’s leadership identity
formation, perceived leadership effectiveness, and organisational impact. Quantitative
analysis shows that 74% of the responders reported increased confidence in their ability to
make decision under uncertainty, as a result of their participation in the programme, while
a large majority also reported improvements in their ability to mentor junior leaders and
operate effectively within multinational teams. Multiple programme courses’ graduates
reported a clearly perceived cumulative progression across the programme’s four stages.
Qualitative analysis identified three reoccurring themes throughout the programme:
leadership education, professional networking opportunities, and practical exercises based
on realistic work place issues. These themes provide insight into possible avenues for
enhancing both the overall effectiveness and usefulness of the NSOU Leadership

Academy’s programme.

The results suggest that the NSOU Leadership Academy Programme has an important role
in strengthening leadership development across the NATO SOF community. The study also

identifies opportunities to further enhance the programme’s curriculum through expanded
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experiential learning, strengthened multinational collaboration activities, and continued

alignment with evolving operational leadership requirements.
Keywords

NATO, NSOU, SOF, Leadership, Curriculum

Master Thesis 3



“A&lorldynon tov Ilpoypdupatoc Axadonuioc Hyesiog tov

[Tavemotuiov Ewdwkov Emyeipncemv tov NATO.

Mia avdAvon yio 1o Katd OGO Ko TAOG TO TPOY POULLLOL
EMAYYEALATIKNG EMUOpP®ONS TS Akadnuiog Hyeoioc Tov
[Tavemotmuiov Ewdwkov Emyeipnoemv tovo NATO wpoetoudlet
OTTOTEAEGLLATIKA TOVG LEAALOVTIKOVE TOAVUNYOVOUC TTOAEULGTES TV

Avvapemv Ewdikov Enyeipriioemv e Zoupayiog”

“Evdryyeloc Tpacavng”

Hepiinyn

To oOyypovo medio pdyng yopaxtmpiletor oAloéva Kot mePGGOTEPO Oamd aoTADELW,
afePardra, Tolvmlokotnta Ko acdeeia . Ot Ewdwég Avvapelg Enyeipnoewv oo NATO
(AEE) emyepodv og avtd 10 mEPPAALOV OV Omantel MYETEG IKOVOUG Y10l TPOGAPUOCTIKY
Mym omopdcemv Kol OmOTEAEGUHOTIKY] ToAveBvikry ocvvepyaoic. To mpdypappo g
Axadnpiog Hyeotog tov [Mavemotuov Ewwav Enyyeipriicewv tov NATO dnpiovpynonke
v va Tap€xel dounpévn avamtuén nyeciog oe Avopeg ko yovaikes g kowvotntog AEE
tov NATO, n onoia Ba TOVG EMTPEYEL VO EKTANPOCOVV TIS OTOGTOAEG TOVG GE QVTO TO
nepBairov afefatdTnTag, ETITLYYAVOVTOS YVMOGTIKY VITEPOYT EVAVTL TOV AVIUTAA®Y TOVG.
Avt 1 perét a&oroyel edv 10 dvobev Tpdypappa ivol KOTAAANAO Yo TOV GKOTO NG
AVATTUENG TOV MYETIKOV 1KOAVOTHTOV TOL OmOLTOOVTOL Yo TG HEAAOVTIKEG Opadecg
Awiknong Avvapeowv Ewdwov Emyeipnoeov tov NATO. Xpnowomombnke £vog
OLYKAIVOVTOG OYXEOACUOG IMKTOV LEBOd®V Epeuvag Le Vo OOUNUEVO EPMTNUATOAOYIO TOL
dwvepnbnke oe  amoeoitovg Tov Tpoypaupatog e Axadnpiog Hysoiog NSOU.
SuAréyOniayv dedopéva amd 120 cvppetéyovieg (N=120) mov avimpocwnehovv Eva vpl
QAcUHO  OTPATIOTIK®OV Pabuodv, emmédmv eumelpiag kol emimedov oYoAelwv TOL
TPoypappatoc. To TOGOTIKA deOOUEVO OVOADONKOY YPTCLLOTOIMVTOS TEPLYPUPIKES KO
EMOYWYIKES OTATIOTIKEG TEYVIKEG. Ol TO0TIKEG AMOVINGELS avolONKay HECH BEUOTIKNG

KOOIKOTOINoNG Yo TOV EVIOMIGUO emavaiapPoavopevev Bepdtov mov oyetilovral pe v
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OMOTEAECUOTIKOTNTA TOV TPOYPAUUATOS Kot TNV ovarntuén myecioc. Ta svpruparta
VIOJEIKVOOLV TN BeTIKN GLUPBOAN TOL TPOYPAUUATOS OTN OUOPP®CN TNG TYETIKNG
TOVTOTNTOG TOV GUUUETEXOVIMV, GTNV OVTIANTTH ATOTEAEGUOTIKOTNTO TNG NYECIOG KOl GTOV
opyaveOTIKO ovTikTumo. H mocotikn avéivon deiyvel 0TL 1o 74% tov epoéviav avépepe
avENUEVN EUMIGTOGUVI] OTNV KOVOTNTA TOL Vo AauPAvel amo@Aacels vmd cuvOnkeg
afefortdOTnTag, ©C OMOTEAEGUO TNG OCLUUETOYNG TOV OTO TPOYPOUUO, EVEO 1 HEYAAN
TAeloymoio avépepe eniong PEATIOGEIS GTNV IKOVOTNTA TOV Vo KaBodnyel vedTEPOLS NYETEG
Kot vo Agrtovpyel amotelecpatikd oe moAveBvikég opddeg. Ot amd@OITol TOAAATADY
HOONUATOV TOV TPOYPAULOTOS AVEPEPOV 0L GOPADS OVTIANTTI] GCOPEVTIKN TPOOdO GTa
T€66€pa 6TAdL0 TOV TPOYpdppatos. H molotikn avdivon evidmice tpio emavarapfovopevo
0épato e OAO TO TPAYPOAULLO: EKTOUIOEVOT NYEGIOG, EVKAPIEG EMAYYEAUOATIKNG SIKTOMGONG
KOl TPOKTIKES AOKNGES PACIOUEVEG GE PEAMOTIKA emyepnolokd TpofAnpota. Avtd ta
Oéparto mapéyovv TANPoeopies Yo mBavES 0000G Yo TNV €VIGYLON TOGO TNG GUVOAIKNG
OTOTEAEGUOTIKOTNTOG OGO KOl TNG YPNOOTNTOS TOV TPOYPAUpHatos tng Axodnuiog

Hyeoiog NSOU.

Ta amotedéopoto vrodnAdvovv 6t to Ilpdypappa g Axoadnuiog Hyssiog NSOU
dwdpapatifel onuoviikd pOAo oty evioyvon g aviamtuéng Nyeciag ce OAOKANPN TV
Kowotta tov Ewdwov Enyeiprioewv tov NATO. H pehétn evronilet eniong evkoupieg yo
TeEPAUTEP® PEATIOON TOL TPOYPAUUATOS CTOVOMY TOV TPOYPAUUOTOS HEGH IEVPVUEVNC
Blopotikng puddnone, evioyvuévov dpacTnploTNTOV ToAVEBVIKNG ovvepyaciag Kot

ovveyoVs evBuypdppong Le TG eEEMOGOUEVES OMOLTI|GELS EXLXELPTGLOKTNG 1YEGLOGC.

Aégerg — Kiewowa

NATO, IMavemommo Ewwkav Emnyepricenv, Avvauels Ewdikav Emyeipnoewv, Hyeola,

Axadnpaixod [pdypappa Xrovddv
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1. Introduction

Every year one of the most extraordinary academic events takes place. A large number of
the most lethal warriors of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) Alliance leave
their organizations’ normal training/deployment cycle to participate in the NATO Special
Operations University (NSOU) Leadership Academy educational programme. Participants’
ranks and organizational duties vary from junior officers and non-commissioned officers
(NCOs), Special Operations Forces (SOF) operators at the tactical level, all the way up to
executive level national SOF Commanders and Command Senior Enlisted Leaders
(CSELs). This paper discusses the proposed master’s in business administration (MBA)
research project entitled “Assessing the North Atlantic Treaty Organization Special
Operations University’s Leadership Academy Programme” to establish that it is fit-for-

purpose in building the future NATO Special Operations Forces nimble-minded warriors.

1.1 Background and Context

NATO Allied Special Operations Forces Command (SOFCOM) was founded originally on
07 January 2007 as the NATO Special Operations Forces Coordination Centre (NSCC).
This was one of the results of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization — NATO Riga Summit
in November 2006. In that summit the Heads of State endorsed the NATO Special Forces
Transformation Initiative (NSTI): “The adaptation of our forces must continue. We have
endorsed a set of initiatives to increase the capacity of our forces to address contemporary
threats and challenges. These include... The launch of a special operations forces’
transformation initiative aimed at increasing their ability to train and operate together,
including through improving equipment capabilities.” (NATO. “Riga Summit Declaration
Issued by NATO Heads of State and Government, 2006).

On 1 March 2010, NSCC was transformed into the NATO Special Operations Headquarters
(NSHQ) and took on an additional role as a backup operational SOF Command and Control
(C2) element. This resulted in 2017 in NSHQ being the NATO Reaction Force (NRF)
Special Operations Component Command (SOCC). Combining the normal role of a

Headquarter — HQ with being the NRF SOCC created a huge challenge, and in 2018 in line
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with the NATO Command Structure Adaptation, NSHQ moved away from this C2 role and
became the Theatre SOF Component for the Supreme Allied Commander Powers Europe

(SACEUR) in 2020.

In 2024, NSHQ was transitioned to the NATO Allied Special Operations Forces Command
(SOFCOM). Its mission is to support the development of a ready and interoperable NATO
SOF capability. SOFCOM is a Theatre Component Command (TCC), which means that it
has the legal mandate to command and control of NATO’s SOF, when approved by the
Alliance. It has also the authority to write doctrine, to provide education and training, and

to evaluate and certify NATO SOF forces as operation ready.

Its headquarters are inside the same base with the Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers
Europe (SHAPE), in Mons Belgium. Both its Commander and Commanding Senior Enlisted
Leader are Americans, and the Deputy Commander is British and it is under SACEUR’s
authority. Its members come from twenty-eight NATO member countries and two partners,

Austria and Ireland (NATO, 2025).

NSOU is part of SOFCOM. It is located at Chievres Air Base, Belgium. It provides training
and education for the development of SOF of NATO and Partner nations’ SOF. NSOU is
accredited from the NATO Allied Command Transformation (ACT), NATO’s highest
authority for individual education and training and from the United States’ — US Accrediting

Council for Continuing Education & Training (ACCET) (NSHQ, 2025).

In 2021 NSOU created the NATO SOF Leadership Academy for the professional
development of both SOF Officers (OF, NATO rank abbreviations OF-1 thru OF-9) and
Non-Commissioned Officers (NCO) (OR!, NATO rank abbreviations OR-1 thru OR-9). Its
curriculum focuses on the development of the Command Team? at every level of leadership.
More specifically, Special Operations Task Unit (SOTU), Special Operations Task Group
(SOTG), and Special Operations Component Command (SOCC), as well as Executive
Leadership positions within the Alliance and NATO SOF entities. The education

programme has four stages of progression, aligned with each of the leadership team levels.

I OR: Other Ranks.

2 The “command team” is: “a professional, loyal-based partnership between the Commander and Senior
Enlisted Leader (NCO) on all levels of command (...) from platoon level organizations to the strategic
command level. While the commander holds the official authority over a unit, Commanding Senior Enlisted
Leaders/CSELs directly support the commander’s intent, priorities and given tasks by the authority given by
the Commander. CSEL ensures mission clarity to all unit members and provides the commander with direct
feedback from the forces on all tasks” (Scaparrotti and Mercier, 2017).
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Some overlap of rank grades has been built-in throughout each course, and the programme
is designed to accommodate different levels of standards and experiences across the NATO

SOF Alliance. The four stages of the programme are:

a. NATO SOF Junior Leaders Course — STEP 1 at the SOTU level and
participants should be at the OR-4 thru OR-6 and OF-1 thru OF-3 rank levels.

b. NATO SOF Mid-Level Leaders Course — STEP 2 at the SOTG level.
Participants should be at the OR-5 through OR-6 and OF-3 through OF4 rank levels.

c. NATO SOF Senior Leaders Course — STEP 3 at the SOCC level and
participants should be at the OR-7 thru OR-8 and OF-4 thru OF-5 rank levels.

d. NATO SOF Executive Leaders Course — STEP 4 for the executive level, i.e.
National or Allied Joint Special Operations Commands (JSOCs) and Special Operations
Commands (SOCOMs). The participants should be at the OR- 9 and OF-6 through OF-9

rank levels.

E tive L

HECUTVE Ve Leaders Course (NSELC) —

Command Team

OF 6/10 STEP 4
Officer + NCO
Resident Learning g
SOCC Level NATO SOF Senior Leaders
C dTe
t oFafs ommand feam Course (NSSLC) —STEP 3

Operational SOTG Level NATO SOF Mid-level
evel
Officer + NCO Command Team Leaders Course (NSMLC) —

Distant Learning OF3/4 STEP 2

» SOTU Level NATO SOF Junior Leaders
Command Team|  coyrse (NSILC) - STEP 1

OF1/3

Figure 1: Leadership Academy’s Academic Program Overview

All four courses have a similar delivery format. A distance learning phase of asynchronous
participation in several modules via the university’s advanced distribution learning (ADL)

platform and a residential in classroom phase.

I was a member of the development team of the programme, and I am also a faculty member
with the duties of course director and instructor with several hundred graduates to this day.
Furthermore, I have served as a SOF Operator in the Greek Army SOF for over 26 years
and I have a personal investment to prepare the Hellenic, Allied, and Partners SOF

community for future operations.
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1.2 Research Aims and Objectives
Although the Leadership Academy programme was designed for the leadership

development of NATO SOF, there has been no empirical research assessing its
effectiveness. Existing professional military education programmes within NATO do not
intergrade officers and non-commissioned officers within a single structured leadership
development educational pathway. This study addresses this research gap by empirically
assessing the Leadership Academy’s programme influence on SOF leaders and examining
whether its curriculum provides a fit-for-purpose and cumulative leadership development

structure across its four course stages.

The modern battlefield is increasingly characterised by volatility, uncertainty, complexity,
and ambiguity. Modern strategic studies are using the acronym VUCA to describe such an
environment (Bennett & Lemoine, 2014). NATO Special Operation Forces play a critical
role in all national and Allied security frameworks and occupy a unique position in national
and Allied security constructs. They have the ability to operate in political sensitive
environments, below the threshold of open conflict, something that emphasises their
relevancy, especially in our era of increasing hybrid threats. SOF specialise in missions
requiring precision, adaptability and discretion and their high level of training allows them
to — despite their small size — to be strategic instruments and accomplish strategic effects

that would otherwise require a much larger military involvement.

The NSOU Leadership Academy was created to provide structured leadership development
on the men and women of the NATO SOF community that will allow them to fulfil their
missions by achieving cognitive superiority over their adversaries. An empirical evaluation
of this programme is necessary to assess whether it effectively prepares SOF leaders to
operate within this VUCA context. This research will assess these questions and

additionally; it will address its organizational impact.

1.3 Research Questions
This mixed method study will address to what extent the NSOU Leadership Academy

Programme influences the graduates' individual leadership identity. Furthermore, it will
explore if there is a statistically significant relationship between participation in the

programme and the graduates' perceived leadership effectiveness and organizational impact
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in their operational units. Finally, it will examine how do multi-course graduates perceive

the consistency and cumulative logic of the curriculum across the four course stages.

Qualitative and quantitative data for this research will be collected at the same time, they
will be analysed separately, and finally they will be combined, following a convergent
mixed-methods design. The qualitative data will be used to test the theory of full range
leadership model (FRLM) that predicts that there are 3 levels of leadership effectiveness.
The level of visible skills and competences, a deeper less visible level of leadership mental
structures where the process of leader identity formation, self-regulation motivates, and
leadership skills development takes place, and a third invincible level though that the
leader’s conscious and unconscious development procedure happens (Day & Hammond,
2011). Exploring if and how these leadership traits are influenced by the Leadership

Academy programme will influence positively the leadership skills of the participants

The open-ended questions in the survey questionnaire will explore participants’ real-life
application of the learned skills, if they identify any gaps or redundancies in the curriculum,
what aspects of the programme are considered most valuable, and any proposed
improvements to better meet programme’s objectives. The reason for collecting both
quantitative and qualitative data is to develop a better understanding of the research problem

by converging and comparing the two databases.

1.4 Significance of the Study

The aforementioned programme is the only one that combines education of Special
Operations Officers and Non-Commissioned Officers, in the Alliance. The researcher was
part of the team that built it using the Analyse, Design, Develop, Implement, and Evaluate
(ADDIE) model and teach it in both the roles of the educator and of the programme manager.
Getting this programme right and keeping it, fit-for-purpose is paramount, especially
considering that it is the paradigm that NATO members and partner nations are following

to build their own national SOF professional development programs.

1.5 Structure of the Dissertation
After this introduction will be a review of the current literature, followed by an analysis of

the data collection and analysis methods. After that, there will be a presentation of the
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findings, followed by discussion on the interpretation of the findings and the research’s final

conclusions and recommendations.
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2. Theoretical Foundations, Curriculum Review, and the

International SOF Training Landscape

From a curriculum provider point of view, five levels of curriculum design can be identified

in practice: supra, macro, meso, micro, and nano (Priestley, 2019 & Priestley et al., 2021).

At the supra level there is an international perspective of curricula design, with a
transnational horizon. It offers a common framework for relations and transactions that
occur in this international educational framework and enables common ideas and values to
transude through education to the next level of curricula, within national education
jurisdictions. Curriculum at this level has two ingredients. Firstly, the results of the
“dialogue” between education and society form what is called “ideal” or “abstract” level.
Secondly, the translation of policy into instruments of education informs the “analytical” or

“formal” level (Priestley et al., 2021).

Macro is the next curriculum design level. This is often at the national level of curriculum,
but not always, because its actors can be simultaneously involved at a higher (supra) or
lower (regional) levels of curriculum. Curriculum building at this level contains two
processes. Firstly, forming the ideal or abstract that provides a narrative framing, shared
goals, and educational ideals and expectations and secondly, the creation of curriculum

situated between the policy and classroom levels (Priestley et al., 2021).

Meso level of curriculum design refers to the school or institute level of educational
programme. It sits between the production of curriculum design policy (macro) and practice
(micro) levels, forming the pedagogic/andragogic re-contextualization field, where policy

transforms into action (Priestley et al., 2021).

Micro level of curriculum design sits at the classroom/teacher level. It takes place in schools
and sits external to classrooms, although connected. In this level, national level programmes
are transformed by the teachers/educators into pedagogical/andragogic ones. These
programmes are affected by their own beliefs and by their institutional culture and available

resources (Priestley et al., 2021).

Nano level of curriculum design resides in the social practice/activity from teachers and

students’ interaction, aiming to achieve curriculum’s goals (Priestley et al., 2021).
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This chapter includes an analysis of the leadership development in military context, the
existing professional development courses for NATO SOF, and NATO’s approach in
curriculum design. Additionally, it includes a critical interpretation of how these five levels

of curriculum design fit into NATO’s approach to curriculum design.

2.1 Leadership Development in Military Contexts

The three organizations within NATO that offer education related courses are the NATO
School Oberammergau in Germany, the Baltic Defence College in Estonia, and the NATO
Defence College in Italy.

A. NATO School Oberammergau (NSO) offers the following courses on leadership
(NSO, 2026):

1. NATO Senior Officer Policy Course — SOPC. This is an Officers only course

(OF-5 thru OF-9) — or their civilian equivalent — that serve in a NATO position and require
an understanding of NATO strategy and policy issues in their daily duties. The course aims
“to present them with the key factors, concepts and principles of NATO's current and future
security environment while providing insight into the strategies and policy of the Alliance”.

Its learning objectives according to NSO (2026) are:
“a. ldentify current and potential security issues that affect NATO security.

b. Extrapolate the threats and opportunities that affect policy decisions
within the NATO Alliance.

c. Summarise the facts, terms, concepts and principles of the contemporary

security environment and its implication for NATO.

d. Comprehend the relationships that affect the capabilities of the NATO

Alliance.”

2. NATO NCO Intermediate Leadership in a Multinational Environment. This

course is for NCOs only (OR-6 thru OR-7). It aims to: “develop leadership skills within a

NATO multinational environment”. Its learning objectives (NSO, 2026) are:

“a. Describe NATO organization and structure in accordance with NATO

Handbook Ed. 2006.
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b. Describe the tools, programs, and resources to most effectively perform

his/her duties.

c. Demonstrate the ability to clearly communicate information in accordance

with established NATO guidance.

d. Explain the significance of cultural diversity its impact in the international

environment.
e. Explain the current issues facing NATO and its partners.”

3. NATO Command Senior Enlisted Leader (CSEL) Course. This course is for

NCOs only (OR-9) who are currently or are preparing to be assigned to a NATO CSEL
appointment. It aims to prepare NATO command and NATO forces CSELs on how to carry
out their duties and responsibilities. Its learning objectives (NSO, 2026) are:

“a. Lead NCO professional development programs in accordance with ACT

and ACO directives.

b. Prepare a NATO ceremony in accordance with NATO COMMANDERS
Guidance for Protocol 2010.

c. Effectively present a formal briefing in accordance with CFC 98055000
Communication Skills and Staff Duties.

d. Describe the roles, authorities, and expectations of the CSEL within the
HOQ staff in accordance with NATO policy and doctrine.

e. Effectively demonstrate the ability to provide advice to commanders.”

4. NATO NCO Advanced Leadership in a Multinational Environment. This
course is for NCOs only (OR-8 thru OR-9). It aims to develop leadership skills within a

NATO multinational environment. Its learning objectives (NSO, 2026) are:
“a. Describe NATO organization and recent operational experiences.
b. Apply the DISC framework in accordance with DISC manuals.

c. Explain the myriads of leadership challenges and ethical dilemmas in

NATO as they relate to a multiracial, multicultural, and multigender force.

d. Explain the NATO Bi-SC Directive governing NCO development with
NATO in accordance with NATO NCO Bi-SC strategy.”
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Considering all the above, we can see that NSO leadership or leadership-related courses do
not have special operation forces (SOF) oriented curriculum, since they were designed for
the conventional non-commissioned personnel’s education and training. In fact, some of its
learning objectives (i.e. ceremonies’ direction) are mundane in nature and contradict with
the strategic role of SOF mission in the Alliance. Furthermore, all four courses are addressed
to only one of the two categories of military personnel (i.e. to officers or non-commissioned
officers only). Finally, no course appears to have learning objectives directly related to

leadership theories or leadership development.

B. The Baltic Defence College (BDC) offers the following leadership courses (Baltic
Defence College, 2025):

1. Command Senior Enlisted Leaders' Course. This course is for NCOs only

(OR-9) who are assigned, or projected to be assigned, to a NATO CSEL appointment. It
aims to: “provide Command Senior Enlisted Leaders with the knowledge that will enable
them to advice, support, and enhance strategic level leadership’s decision-making process

to meet anticipated challenges” (Baltic Defence College, 2025).

2. Senior Leaders' Course. This course is for officers only (General/Flag Officer

level, OF-6 and above). The course facilitates the participants’ understanding of
contemporary regional issues while allowing them to enhance and sustain a comprehensive
network among allies and partners. Its learning objectives (Baltic Defence College, 2025)

arc:

a. Formulate strategic responses to the challenges and threats to the interests

of their respective nations.

b. Assess the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation’s evolving geostrategic role

in deterring challenges and threats to its members.

c. Appraise the principles of deterrence in light of the changing geopolitical

environment.

3. Professional Master's Degree. This is a course for officers only (OF-3 and

above) holders of Bachelor degrees. It is a master's degree in military Leadership and
Security — a programme offered by the National Defence Academy of Latvia (Baltic
Defence College, 2025).
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In the Baltic Defence College courses, we see the same trend continuing. The courses are
offered separately to officers and NCOs. The first two courses do not appear to have learning
objectives directly related to leadership. The professional master’s degree could have such
learning objectives but, as the curriculum is not posted online, it is not possible to identify
them. Furthermore, the course is also offered only to officers of a certain (mid-level) rank

range and higher ranks.

C. NATO Defence College (NDC) offers two courses on leadership:

1. Generals, Flag Officers & Ambassadors’ Course (GFOAC). Students are

General officers and high-ranking diplomats, and the course aims to build relationships and
network amongst participants and to enhance their understanding of NATO’s security

concerns and capabilities (NATO Defence College, 2025).

2. The Senior Course. This course is offered only to General Officers and

civilian diplomats of equivalent ranks (OF-6 and above). Students are participating in three
visits to NATO nations’ capitals and headquarters with the goal for the course members to

understand how the nations make policy (NATO Defence College, 2025).

These two courses do not appear to have learning objectives directly related to leadership

and are offered only to officers.

2.2 Professional Development Programmes for Special Operations

Forces

There is only one other academic institution in NATO that provides professional
development programmes for SOF personnel, other than NSOU’s Leadership Academy. It
is the Joint Special Operations University (JSOU), in Tampa USA. JSOU offers the
following leadership-related courses, open to non-US students (JSOU, 2025):

1. Combined/Joint Force Special Operations Component Commander (C/JESOCQO). It
is intended for US and non-US SOF Officers at the rank of Brigadier (OF-6) and above,

along with equivalent level civilians. The course focuses on develop to the participants an
understanding of the complexities of SOF operations in a joint, interagency,

intergovernmental, and multinational (JIIM) environment.
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2. Joint Special Operations Forces Senior Enlisted Academy (JSOFSEA). It is offered

only to senior NCOs (OR-8 through OR-9). It is designed to enhance participants’ critical
thinking, as they grow they transition in the operational and strategic levels, and their

knowledge and experience to successfully lead in the JIIM environment.

Both courses’ learning objectives lack a clear connection with leadership theory and are

offered separately, to officers and NCOs only, respectively.

Research gap and study justification.

The review provided in sub-chapters 2.1 and 2.2 identified a deficiency in the NATO
professional military education (PME) regarding leadership development: there are no
comprehensive rank-neutral, leadership training programmes available that would allow
both Officers and NCOs to be educated/trained together, both inside and outside of the SOF
framework. In addition to the absence of such programmes, all NATO principal educational
institutions (NSO, BDC, NDC) and the only NATO accessible SOF professional
development institution (JSOU) offer some type of educational opportunity related to
leadership; however, all have their educational offerings restricted to specific ranks or do
not have a specific focus on leadership theory and do not present a common learning path

for both officer and NCO participants.

The operational implications of this educational gap are generated from the reality that the
effectiveness of SOF relies heavily upon a well-coordinated and integrated Officers-NCOs
relationship and a common understanding of their roles as leaders at all levels (tactical,
operational, and strategic) in joint, interagency, intergovernmental, and multinational (JIIM)
environments. Therefore, the fundamental rationale for this research effort was to assess
whether the NSOU Leadership Academy’s curriculum addresses this educational gap as a
result of its intent to use the same curriculum to educate both Officers and NCOs participants
and whether the results of the assessment of the programme are consistent across both

participant groups.
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2.3 Curriculum Design and Coherence in Military Education

According to Article 3% of the Washington Treaty* (The North Atlantic Treaty, 1949), each
NATO member is responsible for providing its own forces with national education and
training (E&T). When serving in a NATO organization or participating in a NATO mission,
those individuals and forces often require additional E&T that will allow them to be able to
work together with forces from different nations and E&T backgrounds, in the NATO
environment. NATO provides this individual and collective training through various NATO
Education and Training Facilities (NETFs)®. Allied Command Transformation (ACT) is
responsible for the coordination and management of that education and training through
global programming. Global programming’s aim is to “ensure the right E&T is provided to
the right personnel, at the right time and location, in the most economical manner possible”

(Bi-SC 75-7, p. 11).

To enable this defined structure for all NATO approved bodies of knowledge and skills,
multiple disciplines were created. Each discipline outlines an existing or evolving E&T
requirement. Their role is to categorize, capture, and manage the requirements that become
the basis for E&T solutions. Every discipline has its own governing structure. The lists of
disciplines are approved annually by the military committee (MC), the senior military
authority in NATO. It is the primary source of military advice to the North Atlantic Council
(NAC), and gives direction to the two Strategic Commanders, Supreme Allied Commander
Europe (SACEUR) and Supreme Allied Commander Transformation (SACT). Nations
participate in it with their permanent military representatives or with their Chiefs of
Defences (CHODs). MC is responsible for translating political decisions and guidance into

military direction, and for recommending necessary measures for the protection of the

3 “In order more effectively to achieve the objectives of this Treaty, the Parties, separately and jointly, by
means of continuous and effective self-help and mutual aid, will maintain and develop their individual and
collective capacity to resist armed attack.” (The North Atlantic Treaty, 1949).

4 On April 4, 1949, representatives of the United States, Canada, and 10 Western European nations met in
Washington, DC, to sign a mutual defense pact against possible aggression from the Soviet Union. The treaty
formed the legal basis of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, or NATO. The U.S. National Archives holds
the original treaty and subsequent ratifications. (North Atlantic Treaty, 2024).

5 The 8 NETFs are: the NATO Defense College (NDC) in Rome Italy, the NATO School in Oberammergau
(NSO) in Germany, the NATO Maritime Interdiction Operational Training Centre (NMIOTC) in Souda Bay
Greece, the NATO Communications and Information (NCI) Academy in Oeiras Portugal, the Joint Warfare
Centre (JWC) in Stavanger Norway, the Joint Force Training Centre (JFTC) in Bydgoszcz Poland, the Joint
Analysis and Lessons Learned Centre (JALLC) in Lisbon Portugal, and the NATO Special Operations
University (NSOU), in Chievres Belgium (NATO, 2025).
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NATO area and the implementation of decisions regarding military operations (NATO,

2017). One of the disciplines in NATO is Special Operations®.

Each discipline creates its own strategic training plan (STP), approved by NAC, and
followed by a training requirements analysis (TRA). TRA’s purpose is to analyse the
discipline’s known current education and training requirements and review the currently
existing training available to satisfy those requirements. Where there is a gap, a training

needs analysis (TNA) will be conducted to deliver a solution (NATO, 2023).

Every year an annual discipline conference (ADC) takes place, where all involved parties
meet to identify new requirements and issues and review the available education and

training. At the end of the ADC, the discipline’s alignment plan (DAP) is published.

Global Programming identifies three key roles. The joint force developer (JFD), the
requirement’s authority (RA), and the department’s head (DH). JFD supervises DH and is
overall responsible for the management of global programming. RA defines educational and
individual training requirements. DH runs the ADC, delivers the DAP, and coordinates
solutions delivered by the NATO Education and Training Facilities (NETFs), Centres of
Excellence (CoE)’, and Partnership Training and Education Centres (PTEC)®, supporting
them with subject matter experts (SMEs) (NATO, 2014 — MC0458/3).

The foundational policy defining documents that shape global programming are in

descending order:

1. MC 458/3, Education, Training, Exercise, and Evaluation Policy. Here MC establishes
the policy framework which governs NATO’s education and training (NATO, 2014).

2. Bi-SCD 75-2, Education and Training (E&IT) Directive. With it, the Bi-Strategic
Commands (Bi-SCs) ACT and Allied Command Operations (ACO) interpret the MC’s
policy and produce unified direction (NATO, 2016).

6 For 2025, MC acknowledges 28 disciplines: Air Operations, Land Operations, Maritime Operations, Space,
Special Operations, Cyberspace Operations, Consultation - Command and Control, Business Continuity
Management, Information and Knowledge Management, Counter-Terrorism, Education Training Exercise and
Evaluation, Operational Planning-Operational assessment and Alternative Analysis, Weapons of Mass
Destruction/ Chemical-Biological-Radiological and Nuclear Defense, Counter-Improvised Explosive
Devices, Logistics, Medical Support, Military Engineering, Energy Security, Strategic Communication,
Integrated Air and Missile Defense, Intelligence, Joint Targeting, Military Policing, Nuclear Operations,
Building Integrity, Civil Military Cooperation and Civil Military Interaction, Gender in Military Operations,
and Military Contribution to Peace Support (NATO, 2025).

7 CoEs are not part of NATO Command structure; however, they must follow ACT’s guidance and must
conform to NATO procedures, doctrines, standards and security policies (NATO, 2025).

8 As of 2025, there are currently 36 PTECs (Partnership Training and Education Centers, 2024).
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3. Bi-SCD 75-7, Education and Individual Training Directive and Bi-SCD 75-3, collective
Training and Exercise Directive. ACT and ACO aim with these to define the processes and

products supporting individual or collective education, training, and exercises, respectively

(NATO, 2025).

All NATO’s E&IT solutions are determined through a requirements’ driven approach.
Those requirements are performance and production related. Performance requirements
define what a trainee will be prepared to do and at what level. Production requirements
define the number of personnel to be educated or trained, for the performance requirements,

within a defined time period, to be met.
As specified in Bi-SCD 75-7, there are three categories of course certification in NATO:

a. Listed courses are courses that meet national E&IT requirements and often
support broader capacity building objectives but don’t align with a NATO E&IT

requirement.

b. Selected courses are courses that meet a NATO E&IT requirement, however

the education facility providing the solution is not accredited by ACT.

c. Approved courses are courses that both meet a NATO E&IT requirement and
are delivered by an education facility accredited by ACT. These courses are also called
NATO-provided. The NSOU Leadership Academy’s programme belongs to this category,
as the University is ACT accredited and meets multiple NATO’s education and individual

training requirements.

In order to assure the quality of delivery for E&IT solutions, NATO has established a
Quality Management System (QMS). NATO’s QMS has four dimensions (Bi-SCD 75-7):

a. Inspection, aiming to identify and correct errors. Its main tools are inspection
of educational facilities, instructors’ assessments and corrective actions during course

delivery.

b. Quality Control (QC) consists of students’ evaluations, feedback from

stakeholders, and corrective actions after course delivery.

c. Quality Assurance (QA) focuses on the overall quality and aims in
preventing errors and defects. It includes internal evaluation of processes and procedures,

staff selection and orientation, and performance indicators’ analysis.
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d. Quality Management (QM) emphasis is on meeting the needs of the
customers (students). It examines all aspects related to quality and develops procedures to

establish continuous improvement.

Every NETF has gone through an institutional accreditation procedure, in which it has
proved itself to have an effective QMS and also provided evidence of its contribution to
NATO. After that, ACT will have offered accreditation for a specific period of time (3-5
years is the norm), after which period the NETF will be re-accredited. NSOU has been re-
accredited by ACT in 2022, for a period of five years (until 2027).

After a TRA has identified a performance gap and a TNA has been conducted to deliver a
solution, the NATO systems approach to training is implemented. It consists of five distinct
phases and is also known as Analysis, Design, Development, Implementation, and
Evaluation (ADDIE) model (Bi-SCD 75-7). NSOU Leadership Academy’s programme
creation was based on ADDIE model, the visual analysis of which you can find in the next

figure:

ADDIE Model

of Instructional Design

Design

E

Evaluation

Evaluate if your learning end-
product is effective. Make any
necessary updates and cycle
Implementation back to the Analysis phase.
Distribute your learning end-
product to your audience.

Development

Bring your learning experience
to life by building your end-
product.

Figure 2: The ADDIE Model’

In the analysis phase clear Performance Objectives (POs) are created to address the
necessary on-the-job performance requirements for NATO positions or operations. Its final
product is a course control document (CCD) which outlines a broad training strategy and

the intent for a proposed educational solution.

Design phase creates or selects an educational solution which will enable participants to

achieve the specified POs. It results in the production of another CCD which defines in

9 https://waterbearlearning.com/addie-model-instructional-design/
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detail the instructional strategy supporting the educational solutions, i.e. content, andragogy,

and assessment.

Development phase produces or procures the materials and services needed to support the
delivery the educational solution. It results with the production of a courseware which is

defined during the design phase and is described in the CCDs.

Implementation phase includes the operation and management of the support and
administrative functions necessary to successfully conduct the educational solutions. Those
solutions require planning, preparation, execution and after-action reviews and result with

the production of qualified graduates.

Once the educational solutions have been implemented, the evaluation phase assesses their
efficiency and effectiveness and determines how it can be improved. This phase closes the
NATQO’s systems approach to training loop and determines whether a specific educational

solution has satisfied the performance objectives as defined in the analysis phase.

2.4 Theoretical Frameworks on Leadership Effectiveness and Identity

How can someone measure leadership effectiveness? In this paper the author will argue that
the main leadership effectiveness model used for this research will be the “full range
leadership model” — FRLM, as it can provide reliable and validated framework that allows
the measurement of leadership effectiveness by the mixed methods analysis of behavioural
constructs (qualitative analysis) and numerical scores (quantitative analysis). A detailed

analysis of the questionnaires structure will be conducted in Chapter 3.

The full range leadership model (FRLM) - also referred to as full leadership development:

It is a holistic system that offers a systematic approach and a measurable framework for
measuring leadership’s effectiveness (Avolio, 1999). It addresses leadership as something
more than individual traits or organizational processes, but rather as the development of
wide range of competencies. According to Day & Hammond (2011), there are 3 levels of
leadership effectiveness. The first is the visible (surface) level of visible skills and
competences. It is supported by a deeper less visible (meso) level of leadership mental
structures where the process of leader identity formation, self-regulation motivates, and

leadership skills development takes place. It is the third invincible level though that the
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leader’s conscious and unconscious development procedure happens. The following figure

provides a graphic representation of these levels:

VISIBLE OMPETEN SURFACE LEVEL
LEADER

LEADERSHIP
LESS VISIBLE IDENTITY & SELF MESO LEVEL
REGULATION

ADULT
INVISIBLE DEVELOPMENT FOUNDATION
PROCESS

Figure 3: Day & Hammond’s Levels of Supporting Processes in Leadership Development'®

The FRLM comprises an extensive variety of abilities and knowledge. To be able to master
the FRLM, education/training in the following fields is required (Avolio, 1999 & Antonakis
et al., 2003):

a. Self-awareness: understanding one's own behavioural style. The programme
uses personality type's models in order to develop self-awareness in students and trainees

throughout the NSOU programmes (https://www.everythingdisc.com/,

https://www.myersbriggs.org/my-mbti-personality-type/myers-briggs-overview/ ,

https://www.16personalities.com/ ) with NSOU faculty members trained by these

organisations as instructors/trainers.

b. Emotional awareness: The curriculum includes emotional intelligence,

which is crucial for all aspects of SOF activities.

c. Communication and interpersonal skills: The curriculum cover

communication strategies, negotiation techniques and public speaking.

d. Team building — team management: The above-mentioned topics are also
included within the curriculum of the NSOU programme; both theoretically, as well as
practically, and the emphasis on the development of a team, motivating team members,

developing teamwork, and delegating tasks and authority.

10 https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203809525
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e. Strategic thinking: The curriculum covers the Meinhart’s strategic thinking
model (Meinhart, 2011) — a strategic thinking model used at the US Army's War College.
The strategic thinking is built on three basic components as foundation: "Know yourself",
"Know the other" and "Reflect" and five strategic thinking lenses are used to analyse
strategic thinking: "Creative thinking", "Critical thinking", "Systems thinking", "Ethical
thinking" and "Thinking in Time". In the following figure the reader can see the model’s

graphic representation:

Ethical

- Thinking
Thinking

In Time

Creative
Thinking

Critical
Thinking

Foundation
Know Yourself, Know Others & Reflect

Figure 4: Meinhart’s Strategic Thinking Model

f. Change management and innovation: The programme includes business and

NATO’s transformation theories and techniques, as well as innovation.

g. Ethical leadership: This is included in the curriculum, as part of the strategic

thinking model.

FRLM shows that leadership identity is relevant to leaders’ development as it helps them
define who there are, what are their aspirations and goals as well as realizing their own
strengths and weaknesses. It is a key aspect of the individuals’ motivation process for

seeking developmental opportunities for their leadership skills and competencies.

What theory can define leadership identity and the psychological mechanisms that underpin
its development, in a military SOF context, and what are its relationship to professional

military education for NATO SOF?

Social identity theory: It is a leadership theory that addresses the leaders’ identity formation

mentioned above. According to Ashforth and Mael (1989), individuals tend to classify

themselves into various categories, such as gender, age, or in our research into officers and
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NCOs or SOF and conventional forces (non-SOF) personnel. This classification serves two
functions. Firstly, it allows segmenting and ordering the social environment, and it can
provide a definition of who the “others” are. Secondly, it allows to define our social identity:

what is “me” and who are “us” (Ashforth & Mael, 1989).

When a category of self-conception is perceived by that person as positive, that individual
invests more in that role/persona. Similarly, teams that share a common group identity
perform better. This means that the leaders of those teams need to assist its members to think
collectively, encouraging thus the idea of “we” versus “I”, in order to improve performance
via team cohesion. Furthermore, when a person classifies him/herself as a leader, his/her
sense of self is shaped by that role. This is influenced by how being a leader is central to

his/her self-concept (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Hogg, 2016).

The above means that, according to the leader identity transfer model (Rolf & Schuh, 2010),
leaders that are highly identified in their organizations have a positive influence in raising
their followers’ organizational identification and subsequently, their performance. In the
researcher’s view, the social identity theory is very useful in the context of professional
military education for NATO Special Operations Forces, as it provides a theoretical
framework that connects leadership with the creation of shared identity inside NATO SOF.
This is particularly useful in this multinational, multilingual and multicultural environment
of the alliance, in comparison with national frameworks where a common national sense of

belonging already exists.

Social identity theory will inform the questionnaire as there is a need to investigate how the

Leadership Academy programme influenced participants’:
1. Understanding of their role as leaders.
2. Personal leadership philosophy.

According to FRLM, leadership effectiveness is based on selective adaptation and
transformation. More specifically, individual differences in selection, optimization, and
compensation play a very important role (Day & Hammond, 2011). In the following
paragraphs, we will present three theories (situational, transformational, and authentic

leadership theories), which deal with these aspects of adaptation and transformation.

Situational leadership: This leadership theory focuses on how the followers’ characteristics

determine the optimal leaders’ behaviour. Its importance lies in the fact that it provides a

roadmap on how the military leaders can adapt their leading style as their subordinate SOF
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operators are progressing through their development levels as they gain experience. It
identifies two pairs of followers’ characteristics, able — unable and willing — unwilling, and
categorizes them into four groups that require a different style of leadership from the leader

(Daft, 2014, p. 71):

e unable & unwilling
e unable & willing
e able & unwilling

e able & willing.

When the followers are unable and unwilling, which in military context aligns with people
just entering the military service out of necessity (for example due to mandatory
conscription or professional personnel that seek only professional and financial stability,
without the will to serve), the military leader must adapt a “telling” leadership style. This is
a very directive style of leadership where the leader gives exact directions on how every
task needs to be accomplished. This style has a high concern for tasks and low concern for

people and team relationships (Daft, 2014, pp. 71-72).

As the military personnel pass through that initial shock of basic training, an initial sieving
takes place. Some drop out of service, and the rest adapt (willingly or by persuasion) into
this new military reality and mentality. This means that in general now they are willing but
unable, as they lack training and experience. This requires for their military leaders to adopt
a “selling” type of leadership. This style shows high concern for both tasks and team
relationships as the leader, after issuing tasks and orders, provides his/her subordinates with
a chance to ask questions in order to clarify further the tasks at hand (Daft, 2014, p. 72).
This is usually the period that military personnel volunteer to go through Special Forces
selection, followed by a period of intense advanced operational training (generally known
as qualification or “Q” Course)''. At the back end of that period, and provided that they
passed both, the graduates are considered “badged” SOF operators, ready to participate in

SOF missions.

"n some nations and/or SOF Units, these two separate course/periods are merged into one that includes both
selection and qualification. The timeframe of that selection & qualification period also varies amongst nations,
Units, and military occupational specialties - MOSs. In peace time, it can be as short as 6 months or it can take
several years. During major conflicts, like the Russian invasion to Ukraine, SOF organizations’ (Ukrainian
SOF in this case) selection and qualification process can be shortened, due to the high tempo of operations and
the subsequent personnel losses that create a need of process’ acceleration.
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After this training period, the military personnel are able to perform their duties. Still there
are some who are unwilling or insecure to do that and some others that are willing and
confident. For the former (able but unwilling) their leaders should use a “participating”
leading style. In order to generate confidence and interest, the leader shares ideas with the
followers, inspires participation and facilitates decision making (Daft, 2014, p.72). This
style shows high importance in team relations and low in task behaviour. It goes without
saying that this style is suitable only for leading in peace time, as during operations it is

impossible to be used due to time constrictions.

For the fourth personnel category (able and willing), a “delegating” leading style is adopted.
The leader shows little concern for both tasks and relationships, as there are an already
established team “spirit” and decisions and their implementation has been delegated to
followers (Daft, 2014, p.72). This is the highest level that SOF personnel can reach and in a
“perfect world”, they should have absolute priority for future military rank promotions. You

can see a visual depiction of the situational leadership model in the following figure:

High
S3 S2
Supporting Coaching
5 Participating Selling
= Supporting Coaching
=
2
§ S4 S1
Delegating Directing
Delegating Telling
Observing Directing
Low —— Directive Behavior ——— >  High
D4 D3 D2 D1
Self-Reliant Capable but Disillusioned Enthusiastic
Achiever Cautious Learner Beginner
High Moderate to High Low to some Low
Comp Comp Ci
Tan Veratle Low Thigh.
Ci i Ci i it Ci i
Developed Developing

Figure 5: Situational Theory'?

As mentioned above, situational theory’s importance lays in the fact that it provides a

framework on leadership style adaptation according to the development of the subordinates.

12 https://www.brainbok.com/guide/pm-study-notes/ken-blanchard-s-situational-leadership-ii-model/
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This is critical for all SOF leaders and especially for the SOF Command Teams. As
subordinates progress, so must the Commander’s and CSEL’s leadership styles. From
personal experience, both during the researcher’s military career and instructional
experience in NSOU’s Leadership Academy, that is not always clear to military leaders.
Many tend to stick to their previous leadership style, which was proven successful in their
previous rank or organizational level, without realizing the need for adaptation and
development of their leadership styles. This leadership theory will inform the questionnaire

as there is a need to investigate how the programme influenced participants’:
1. Understanding of their role as leaders.

2. Personal leadership philosophy.

3. Confidence in their own leadership abilities.

4, Ability to make decisions in volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous
environments.

5. Ability to successfully mentor and develop their subordinates.

The transformational leadership theory: is the third theory we will mention in this paper that

provides explanation on leadership’s adaptation and transformation according to the full
range leadership model. It is based on the leader’s personal power, rather than on his/her
position of authority. This theory transients the traditional military command structure and
is marked by the leaders’ ability to bring about considerable change to both the organizations
and their subordinates. Rather than using the established rules, regulations, and incentives,
transformative leaders use intangible qualities such as shared vision and values to build
relationships and enlist followers for the organization’s changing process (Daft, 2014,

p.356).

This theory has four key characteristics (Daft, 2014, p.357). Firstly, it develops followers
into leaders. This is very important in the military and especially important in SOF
personnel, as by definition they operate for prolonged periods in remote areas, away from
the direct control of their chain of command, and they conduct tactical missions to achieve
strategic effects (AJP 3-5, 2013, pp. 1-1 & 1-2). This means that at any given moment every
SOF operator may be called to show quality in leadership and make a decision that will have

severe effects on his/her nation and the Alliance.
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The second characteristic is that a transformative leader elevates subordinates’ concerns
from Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, from lower physical needs — such as safety and security
— to level psychological needs, like self-esteem and self-actualization, in creating job
satisfaction and self-fulfilment of the employees, as strong motivators (Daft: 2014, p.357 &
Mihiotis, 2016, pp.77-79). The next figure presents Maslow’s model:

Self-actualization

desire to become the most that one can be

Esteem

respect, self-esteem, status, recognition, strength, freedom

Love &

friendship, i

Safety needs
personal security, employment, resources, health, property

Physiological needs

air, water, food, shelter, sleep, clothing, reproduction

Figure 6: Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs'?

The third characteristic is that it inspires followers to transcend their self-interest, for the
good of the group. This is very important for SOF Command Teams, both in peacetime —
but more importantly — during military operations. It is a self-evident axiom that every living
thing has a survivor instinct. This means that above every other priority, survival is
imperative and inscribed in its DNA. All military personnel by definition can be in risky
situations and hostile environments. SOF operators face an additional layer of danger as
they conduct operations in uncertain, hostile, and politically sensitive environments, often
behind enemy lines, using clandestine or covert capabilities to achieve their missions (AJP-
3.5). SOF command teams — SOF operators’ chain of command — should be able to inspire
their troops to transcend that primordial “programming” and put their life and limb at risk,

to achieve their missions.

The fourth characteristic of a transformative leader is that it presents a vision of the desired
future state of the organization and communicates it in a way that makes the “trouble” of
change worth the effort (Daft, 2014, p.357). This final trait is the trademark of great military

reformers.

The transformational leadership theory will inform the questionnaire on how the programme

influenced participants:

13 https://www.simplypsychology.org/maslow.html
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1. Understanding of their role as leaders.
2. Personal leadership philosophy.
3. Ability to successfully mentor and develop their subordinates.

Authentic leadership: The last theory we will present is the authentic leadership. According

to George and Ibarra (2018), authentic leaders develop a sense of self-awareness and are
practicing constantly their values and principles. They exhibit purpose and they strive to
develop and discipline themselves. They use techniques like active listening when
addressing their subordinates as a method that allows them to learn from them (George &
Ibarra, 2018, pp.3-4). The importance of this theory lies in the fact that it proposes a
scientific framework that explains both the values that we traditionally consider to govern
military leaders, such as persistence in the mission and self-discipline, but at the same time
offers a roadmap of behaviour capable to improve both their level of leadership and of
methods to include their subordinates in their decision-making process, with the goal of

improving them.

SOF operations are typically contacted in VUCA environments, with small teams operating
decentralised with autonomy and their leaders making decisions - with potential strategic
implications - under pressure and frequently with limited available information.
Subsequently, the above-mentioned leadership approaches that rely heavily on hierarchical
supervision of formal authority over rigid procedures may be less effective in the

Operational context of SOF.

In a joint, interagency, intergovernmental, and multinational (JIIM) environment, such as
the modern NATO SOF operations take place, these challenges are increased from the
diversity of national cultures, doctrines, and policies. In such settings, leadership
effectiveness depends not so much in formal command and control authorities but rather on
trust based on interpersonal credibility and the leaders’ ability to align towards the desired
common objective, their diverse team. Such operational context makes Authentic

Leadership particularly relevant.

This theory can inform the questionnaire on investigating how the programme influenced

participants’:
1. Understanding of their role as leaders.

2. Personal leadership philosophy.
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3. Ability to successfully mentor and develop their subordinates.

The conceptual framework presented in the figure below illustrates the theoretical logic

underpinning this research:

NSOU Leadership Academy Programme

Leadership Development Mechanisms
* Leadership Education
» Practical Exercises
* Professional Networking

Leadership Ouicomes
» Leadership Identity Formation
* Leadership Skills Development
* Decision-Making Under Uncertainty

Organizational Impact
* Mentoring Junior Leaders
* SOP Development
* Operational Effectiveness

Figure 7: Conceptual Framework of the NSOU Leadership Academy Impact Model

The NSOU Leadership Academy programme is designed to be the primary educational
intervention to develop SOF personnel leadership capabilities in the Alliance. By using tools
like leadership education, practical exercises and professional networking it aims to
influence key leadership development outcomes, such as leadership identity formation,
leadership skills development and decision making under uncertainty. These invividual-
level outcomes are expected to have a broader organisational impact within SOF Units and
Organisations, including mentoring of junior leaders, standard operation procedures
development and increased operational effectiveness. Therefore, this framework connects
the programme’s educational design with measurable outcomes and organisational

performance.
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2.5 Overview of NATO Training and Development Practices

Using the analysis in NATO’s approach in curriculum design from sub-chapter 2.3, the
reader can find here an interpretation of how the five levels of curriculum design, as

analysed in paragraph: 2.1, fit into NATO’s approach to curriculum design.

At the supra level, according to Priestley et al. (2021), the actors are international
organizations like European Union (EU) and the Organization for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD). This would suggest that NATO itself holds this role. The
Military Committee (MC) defines and annually approves the multiple educational and
training disciplines, with this being the first level that the military participates in the process,
and then each discipline creates its own Strategic Training plan (STP), approved again by

NAC.

At the macro level the actors are curriculum development agencies at the national
government level (Priestley et al., 2021). In NATO, Allied Command Transformation
(ACT) is responsible for the coordination and management of that education and training
through global programming (Bi-SC 75-7). For every discipline in NATO, ACT is the joint
force developer (JFD). It supervises the authorities at the next (meso) level of curriculum

design.

At the meso level, the actors are district level curriculum agencies and subject area advisors
(Priestley et al., 2021). These roles in NATO are assumed by the Requirements Authority
(RA) and the Department Head (DH). NATO Special Operations University President is the
DH in SOF discipline. He is responsible for leading, conducting and approving Training
Needs Analyses (TNAs). NSOU President is responsible for translating the operational
requirements into education and training within a subject, programme, module, or course;
and apply the educational standards to which the programme, modules and courses will

adhere.

At the micro level, the key actors are the heads of schools and universities and the
teachers/educators (Priestley et al., 2021). In NATO this role is covered by the leadership
and faculty of the NATO NETFs. NSOU has the leading role in SOF discipline and
coordinates all other NETFs that offer SOF related courses (NATO, 2023). At the micro
level of curriculum design, the researcher and the other members of the NSOU SOF

Leadership Academy hold this role in their duties as leading the development of the
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professional educational programme for the NATO SOF Officers and Non-Commissioned

Officers.

At the nano level, teachers/educators and students are the key players (Priestley et al., 2021).
In NATO, these are the instructors and students in all the courses offered either from ACT
accredited NETFs, or through a series of NATO recognized CoE. The researcher and the
rest of the faculty of the NSOU SOF Leadership Academy are currently holding this role,
as instructors of the programme (NATO, 2023).
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3 Methodology

This research aims to evaluate whether the professional development programme of the
NSOU Leadership Academy is fit-for-purpose in building the future NATO Special
Operations Forces nimble-minded warriors. Given that cognitive superiority (Giordano,
2024) and cognitive overmatch (Tadjdeh, 2020) over the adversaries are crucial for future
SOF, the ability to excel in situational awareness and decision-making — outthinking and
outmanoeuvring opponents — is central to NATO’s vision of success in fast-paced, highly

contested battlefields.

To avoid NSOU’s Leadership Academy programme’s complacency, it was deemed
necessary to investigate this issue with a systematic mixed method analysis. The research
was successfully completed with a total sample of 120 questionnaires, which provide a

satisfactory baseline for drawing evidence and conclusions on the subject.

The audience of this research is my institution; NATO Special Operations University, and
all the Allied and Partner nations’ educational and training facilities that have or are

planning to develop leadership programmes for SOF and SOF-related personnel.

3.1 Research Design and Approach

In this section of the research paper, we are going to discuss different research methods in
order to have a build a better understanding of the available research methodology.
According to Zarei, research methods are systematic methods for the data collection,
analysis, and interpretation with the aim of testing hypotheses or answering research
questions. They can be (broadly) categorized into qualitative, qualitative, and mixed

methods, with each being more suitable in various research (Zarei, 2025).

1. The qualitative methods explore the use of "why" and "how" non-numerical data and

can provide insight to behaviours, opinions, and social dynamics. They include methods like
in-depth interview, focus groups, ethnographic research, case studies, and content analysis

(Zarei, 2025). The table below provides a more detailed analysis of each technique:
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QUALITATIVE TECHNIQUES

discussion with a

dynamics and

Reveals groups’

Name H Definition H Best Use “ Advantages || Limitations
A person-to-person Undeziillllq;ng a Flexible Time consuming and
In-Depth discussion using exp eriences application and highly dependent on
Interview open-ended mo tilz/ ations ail d deep personal interviewer’s capabilities
questions emotions insights and biases.
A facilitator-led Understanding group Less depth per person

than interviews, dominant

Focus Groups number of . . dynamics and
. gathering varied . characters can skew
participants . decision process
(between 6 to 10) opinions results
Studvin Requires a lot of
Ethnosraphic || vartici ani]s irgl their Studying cultural In context resources, the researcher’s
Resfarcph p Ea tural context in the real || understanding of presence influences
environment world real-world data || results, and interpretation

could be subjective

Case Studies

Detailed research
on a single topic or

person

Understanding in
depth of rare or
complex phenomena

Detailed analysis
and real-world
application

Researcher’s biases and
little to no chance of
generalizability

Content
Analysis

Systematic text

analysis

Studying patterns in
communication

Manages large
data, can be both
qualitative and
quantitative

Depends on code
accuracy, may lead to

context loss

2.

Table 1: Qualitative Research Techniques

much"), in order to identify patterns, test hypotheses and draw conclusions. They include
surveys and questionnaires, experimental and correlational research, and longitudinal and

cross-sectional studies. Once more we are going to use a table to better analyse each

technique (Zarei, 2025):

The Quantitative Methods collect, measure, and analyse numerical data ("how

QUANTITATIVE TECHNIQUES
| Name || Definition || Best Use || Advantages || Limitations
Structure close-ended || Customer feedback Biased or
. RS Easy to analyse, . .
Surveys & questions tools to and public opinion superficial replies,
. . . scalable, and cost- .. ,
Questionnaires receive data from a || feedback, large scale effective participants
large population studies biases
Cci)ntrol’studles. of Product testing, Repeatable results, || Ethical concerns
. manipulating variables . > . . .
Experimental to test relationshins behavioural studies, || establish causality, with human
Research P and scientific and show high studies, artificial
between cause and . .
research reliability settings
effect
. Studies relationships Easy to run natural Inﬂuenceq by
Correlational . . . . external variables,
among variables Predictive analysis observation,
Research . . . . . cannot prove
without manipulation identifies patterns .
causation
. . Behaviour change, .
Longitudinal Tracking changes on Strong internal
. S study development, .2 .
Studies individuals we observe validity as it
and health outcomes
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QUANTITATIVE TECHNIQUES

Name || Definition H Best Use || Advantages “ Limitations
for a long period of captures trends over
time time

. A snapshot analysis of || Market research, Small resource Does not capture

Cross-sectional . . . .
. data collected at a demographic footprint, quick, || change or provide

Studies . . . - .
single moment in time profiling and efficient causation
Table 2: Quantitative Research Techniques
3. The Mixed-Methods allow a more balanced view of research problems. This method

uses a mix both qualitative (open ended) and quantitative (closed ended) techniques and
collects both numeric data and narration. The reader can find a more detailed analysis of the

common mixed method designs in the following table (Zarei, 2025):

MIXED-METHODS DESIGNS
Name H Definition || Best Use || Advantages || Limitations
Start with 1. When both 1. Deeper 1. Requires expertise in both
Explanatory || quantitative data ||statistical evidence ||insights than ||methods
Sequential and explain them ||and deeper context  ||words or 2. More time required due to
Design with qualitative ||are required numbers alone||multiple phases of data
exploration  |2. Offers data’s can provide ||collection and interpretation
Start with validation through 2. Cross
qualitative cross-verification validation
Explorat?ry research and test |3+ When the equals greater
Sequential results with  ||complexity of the credibility
Design quantitative research problem 3. Data
analysis cannot be addressed ||collection,
by a single method ||interpretation
Collect both and
Convergent types of data and application
Design merge them for a flexibility
full picture

Table 3: Mixed-Methods Designs

A convergent mixed method was selected for this research, with the use of a common
questionnaire, containing open and closed ended questions. This method was chosen
because it increases the strengths of both qualitative and quantitative researches and at the
same time it minimizes their limitations. As a negative, the use of the mixed methods means
that the researcher needs to be familiar to both forms of research and that the analysis will
be more time-intensive than using only one of them. While the selected convergent mixed-
methods designs offers several strengths, its limitations are critically examined in Chapter

6 (Creswell, 2014, pp. 238 — 239).
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3.2 Data Collection Methods (Questionnaire Design and Distribution)

Data collection was based on a self-developed mixed method and cross-sectional structured
questionnaire, in coordination with the researcher’s dissertation supervisor. The
questionnaire was also approved by both NSOU’s Vice President of Academics and Dean.
Before its wider distribution, the questionnaire was tested in a small group of five employees
of our organization, in the period 20 — 24 October 2025. All of them were graduates of
different courses in our programme, they had a diverse educational background and had
SOF experience at different military rank and organizational hierarchy levels. This ensured
the clarity of the questions, the understanding of the key questions at hand, and length’s
appropriateness. The Likert scale in most questions was uniform in order to reduce related
confusion. The test group participants’ feedback on the questionnaire and survey’s

experience was very positive.

The final approved version of the questionnaire was formed on Qualtricks, the web platform
for creating, distributing, and analyse online surveys, as it is in use from NSOU on a separate
US government server — to secure all data from adversaries’ malicious cyber-attacks — in

which I have a professional account as member of NSOU’s faculty.

Qualitative and quantitative data were collected simultaneously, following a convergent
mixed method methodology (Creswell, 2014, p. 174). Quantitative data will be used to test
if the Leadership Academy Programme is fit-for-purpose in building the future NATO
Special Operations Forces nimble-minded warriors. Full range leadership model (Day &
Hammond, 2011) informed the close-ended questions of the questionnaire that explored the
Leadership Academy programme’s influence on the participants’ leadership effectiveness
and leadership identity. The open-ended questions in the questionnaire will explore
participants’ real-life application of the learned skills, if they identify any gaps or
redundancies in the curriculum, what aspects of the programme are considered most
valuable, and any proposed improvements to better meet programme’s objectives. The
collection of both qualitative and quantitative data, and the merging and comparison of the
two data-bases, will allow the development of a better understanding of the research

problem (Creswell, 2014, p. 14).
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3.3 Sample Selection: Graduates across Course Levels

The sampling design of this research is a single stage, as the researcher has access to
members of the population and sample its members directly (Creswell, 2014, p. 176). One
out of 4 course graduates (150 persons) received an individual email, with all the necessary
data for participation, including a personalized link, with all replies remaining anonymous.
The survey was open for participation for 30 days, in the period between 27 October and 28
November 2025. This sampling method is called probability sample, and more specifically
systematic sampling. It is a technique where participants are selected using a fixed, regular
interval. From a random start point in the list of the population selects every k™ person from
that point onwards. The sampling ratio is given by the formula k=N/n, where N is the total
size of the population, n is the desired sample size and k is the sampling interval. In this
research, k=N/n=600/150=4 (Barrat and Shantikumar, 2018 & Bhattacherjee, 2019). By
using this sample size, we avoided over or under representation of different parts of the
graduates’ population, at the very least based on sorting criteria. The data that supports this
statement comes from the use of the online available Qualtricks population size calculator
(Fisher, 2023) which for a population of 600 and a sample size of 150 provides 95%
confidence level with a margin of 8% error. The available replies show that the 120
participants out of 150 invitations come from a variety of rank, organizational, and

educational levels.

An important part of the sampling strategy was the inclusion of Command Senior Enlisted
Leaders (CSELs) among the responders. The Command Team concept is based on the
professional relationship between the Commander (an officer) and the CSEL (a non-
commissioned officer). The NSOU Leadership Academy programme was designed to
educate both officers and NCOs together. As a result, the perspectives of the CSELs are
essential to assess if the programme effectively supports the Command Team model and
their inclusion in the research enabled the evaluation of how leadership development is
perceived across both rank categories and whether the curriculum supports shared

leadership understandings between Commanders and CSELs.

D 20 S
Survey respondent participation percentage was % = 0.8 or 80% which is excellent,

especially considering that the programme’s graduates are active duty Special Operation
Forces Operators, with really tight operational and training schedules, frequently deployed

off base. Realizing this, an 80% participation percentage should be considered a blessing
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and it is indicative of the importance of the Leadership Academy’s programme for its
. . . : 120
graduates, regardless of its effectiveness. The replies’ sample size represents Pl

0.2 or 20% of the total population. Using the online available Qualtricks population size
calculator this sample size provides 95% confidence level with 8% margin of error. This
means that all survey findings are accurate plus or minus 8%, 19 times out of 20 (Fisher,
2023). No stratification of the population was made as its small size (600 graduates) is not
suitable for stratification per nation (38 in total, 32 NATO members and 6 Partner nations)

or per military rank (19 officers and NCOs ranks).

As mentioned in earlier at the “theoretical frameworks on leadership effectiveness and
identity” (Chapter 2.4) of this paper, there are some variables that drove the creation of
research questions, that in term formulated the survey questions (items). Please see a

comprehensive analysis of these variables, research questions and survey items in the

following table:
Variable Name Research Question Item on Survey
Independent Descriptive research

Question 1: What are the See Questions 2, 3, 4: Participants’ educational level,
skills and competencies of years of military service, and rank.
the students?

Variable 1: Skills
and Competencies.

Descriptive research

Independent Question 2: Did the See Questions 5, 6: Programme’s influence on students’
Variable 2: Leaders’|| programme influence the understanding of their role as leaders and of their
Identity Formation. | participants’ leadership personal leadership philosophy.

identity formation?

Descriptive research See Questions 7, 8, 9, 10, 13: Programme’s influence on

Independent . e students’ confidence in their leadership abilities, on their
Variable 3: Question 3 - Did the ability to make decisions under uncertainty, on their
Leadership Skills programme 1’n fluence t.he ability to engage with cross-cultural teams, on their

Development. participants” leadership ability to mentor their subordinates, and on their ability

skills development? . . .
Veiop to lead teams in complex and dynamic environments.

Table 4: Variables, Research Questions and Items on the Survey

3.4 Data Analysis Techniques

The questionnaire (available in Annex A) was organized into seven sections, starting with
participants’ background. It then moved into participants’ leadership identity and the
programme’s effect on it. After that, it included a series of questions on the organizational

and tactical impact of the programme. The next section focused on the change of leadership
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effectiveness of the graduates. The fifth section focused on the programme’s andragogy.
The sixth section focused on the multi-course graduates of the programme and examined its
curriculum consistency and cumulative logic. The final section examined the overall

satisfaction of the graduates and their recommendations for improvement.

The survey is comprised of a total of 21 questions, 17 closed-ended and 4 open-ended. Both
quantitative and qualitative data were collected simultaneously, in a convergent parallel
mixed methodology, to provide an analysis of the research questions (Creswell, 2014, p.

14).

The majority of the closed-ended questions have the same five options on a continuous
Likert scale: Very dissatisfied — Dissatisfied — Neutral — Satisfied — Very satisfied. There
are two exceptions: four questions regarding participants’ educational and rank levels, and
years of military service and programme’s course from which they graduated and one
question examining curriculum consistency across the four courses, with different reply to

options. The open-ended questions have text boxes available without word count limit.

Considering that the selection of the right research method is the foundation of a study, the
researcher needs to align that method with its goals, with the required data and the available
resources (Zarei, 2025). In the research at hand, we are trying to test if an existing
educational programme is fit for purpose. It is the author’s view that this study requires a
convergent design mixed method approach, with a quantitative analysis of a structured
survey that also includes a small number of open-ended questions for a qualitative analysis,

i.e. both human insights and statistical trends (Creswell, 2014).

Quantitative Analysis

For the closed-ended questions of the questionnaires, the quantitative analysis of
participants’ replies will be summarized by measuring their central tendencies and
variabilities, their means, their standard deviations, their minimum and maximum scores,
and their score ranges. The analysis will be made using Microsoft Excel. All 17 closed-
ended questions will be coded numerically according to the survey’s Likert scales. For
missing data, i.e. participants that replied partially to the questionnaire, mean imputation
will be used. This means that missing values (blanks) will be replaced with the item’s

column average. (Field, 2018 and Andrade & Shashidharan, 2020)

Descriptive statistics will be used to address the participant’s perspective of the

programme’s influence on their leadership effectiveness, on its organizational impact, and
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on curriculum’s cumulative coherence. The following statistics will be calculated for all 17

survey items:

e Mean (M): to represent the central tendency of responses

e Standard Deviation (SD): to evaluate responses’ variability degree and dispersion of
responses.

¢ Minimum and Maximum scores: to identify the responses’ boundaries.

e Range: calculated as Max — Min, to indicate each item’s spread.

The quantitative analysis will provide an overview of how the programme components were
perceived by the participants and will allow the identification of the programme’s strengths
and areas requiring improvement. All results will be presented and tabulated in the next
chapter of this paper. For each item, higher means will indicate more favourable perceptions
of programme’s effectiveness, while lower means will suggest participant’s low satisfaction

and therefore programme’s ineffectiveness.

The internal consistency reliability for sections B (leadership identity) and C (organizational
and tactical impact) of the questionnaire will be assessed using Cronbach’s alpha (Shakib,
2018). According to George and Mallery (2003), a coefficient of > .70 is considered

acceptable for indicating adequate reliability and internal consistency.

Single item questions could not be assessed with Cronbach’s alpha, as there could be no
internal consistency on single items as its use requires at least two items. As a result, the
internal consistency of Questionnaire’s sections D, E, F, and G will be measured using a
single global item. This approach is common and methodologically acceptable for global

satisfaction constructs, which are often captured reliably using a single, face-valid indicator.

Additionally to descriptive statistics, inferential statistical analysis will be conducted to
determine if significant statistical differences exist amongst different participating groups,
on their perception of the Leadership Academy programme’s effectiveness. Two hypotheses
will be explored in the quantitative analysis of this research. The first will be that there are
no differences in the results between Non-Commissioned Officers and Officers. This will
be determined by an independent two sample t-test. The second will be that there are no
differences between the graduates of the four courses of the programme. This will be
determined by an analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) test. For both tests, the variables will
be measured as a categorical score (NCOs - Officers and STEP 1 —2 — 3 —4 course graduates

respectively). t-test is the suitable tool to compare two groups (in this case NCOs and
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Officers) in terms of outcomes and the ANCOVA test is suitable for a comparison of more
than two groups (in this case graduates of the four separate courses of the programme), in
terms of outcomes, controlling for covariates. For both statistical significances tests a 95%
level (a=.05) was used. Accordingly, results with p>.05 were treated as not statistically
significant and the null hypotheses could not be rejected, whereas results with p<.05 were

treated as statistically significant.

For the ANCOVA test, the independent variable was the course from which participants
graduated, treated as a categorical between-subjects factor with four levels. For graduates
of more than one course, only the highest level completed was used as the grouping variable,
as the programme’s courses are hierarchical and cumulative, with higher-level courses
subsuming learning from lower ones. Education level was included as an ordered covariate
to adjust for background differences between participants, and interaction terms (STEP x
Education) were examined to assess whether the relationship between the covariate and
outcomes differed across programme stages. The dependent variable was the total
programme’s evaluation score. The ANCOVA test was selected as it allows for comparison
of group means while statistically adjusting for the influence pre-existing covariate, thereby
providing an accurate assessment of the programme’s consistence across the four courses.
Likert-scale responses were treated as interval-level data. Assumptions of independence,
linearity, homogeneity of regressing slopes, normality of residuals, and homogeneity of
variances were considered prior to analysis, which was conducted in Microsoft Excel using

multiple linear regression with dummy-coded variables. (Creswell, 2014, pp.181-184).

Questionnaires with missing responses will be excluded. This will ensure that all ANCOVA
models will be estimated from only complete cases. Leastwise deletion is unlikely to create
biased results, as it has a very limited proportion: between 4 and 8 in 120 received

questionnaires, i.e. 3.33% - 6.66% of the total sample.

These inferential techniques (t-test and ANCOVA) will allow this research to not only
describe graduates’ perceptions but also to assess whether observed differences between

groups were statistically significant, hence strengthening the analytical rigor of its findings.

Qualitative Analysis:

The four open-ended questions will be analysed using an inductive thematic analysis

approach. This qualitative component was designed to complement the quantitative findings
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and to provide depth on the participants’ perceptions of the programme’s value, its
curriculum coherence, and their recommendations for improvement, as per the convergent

mixed-method research design, implemented in this study (Creswell, 2014, p. 14).

Open-ended responses will be imported into NVivo (version 15) qualitative analysis
software, widely used in social sciences, leadership studies, and programme evaluation
research. NVivo will enhance the study’s analytical transparency, systematic coding, and

methodological rigor.

The study's qualitative inductive approach will follow the six-step inductive analysis process

(Creswell, 2014, pp. 219-222):
a. Organize and prepare the data for analysis. Missing data will be identified.

b. Read the data. All responses will be read to develop an initial understanding

of recurring ideas and patterns.

c. Initial data coding. Units of text will be coded in NVivo. Codes will be
generated inductively from the data and not imposed a priori by the researcher. This will be

done so that participants’ perspectives could emerge organically (Creswell, 2014, p. 220).

d. Code refinement and consolidation. Similar codes will be reviewed and

merged, to ensure conceptual clarity and reduce redundancy.

e. Theme generation. Higher level themes will be developed to describe larger

patterns of related codes

f. Data interpretation and integration. The final themes will be interpreted in
relation with the research questions, the Full Range Leadership Model (FRLM), and the
quantitative findings, enabling methodological triangulation. Selected anonymized
quotations will be used to illustrate themes and to preserve participants’ authentic voices.

(Avolio, 1999; Day & Hammond, 2011).

3.5 Ethical Considerations

The researcher needed to secure participants’ consent and protect their privacy. It was also
required to ensure that the research remained unbiased with the use of safe measures.

Finally, the use the largest possible representative sample will increase reliability and

Master Thesis 49



generalizability. To ensure replies’ honesty and validity it was emphasized that participation
in this study was entirely voluntary. Furthermore, participants had the right to withdraw
from the study at any time. If they choose to withdraw, their responses would be excluded
from the analysis and their questionnaire will be destroyed, unless their data had already

been anonymized and incorporated into the overall analysis.

Additionally, given the institutional (NATO SOF) context of the research, particular
attention was given to the handling of potentially sensitive organisational information. No
classified operational data or mission-specific details were collected and no classified
operational capabilities of NATO SOF will be revealed. Appropriate measures were taken
to protect participants’ sensitive personal data. The only part of the survey that included
some possibly personal sensitive information was the one referring to participants’
background. Although it did not include a request for nationality or name, a lick of that data-
set could pose a potential threat for the Alliance. As a result, all data are stored in accordance
with both NSOU’s policies and NATO data protection regulations. They will be secured
through password and held on a NATO classified work account, accessible only to the

researcher. They will be maintained there for a period of two (2) years, before deleted.

This approach allowed the programme’s graduates to provide their feedback without the
concern that it could be traced back to them, their units, or their national contingents. These
precautions were particularly important given the sensitive nature of NATO SOF and the
current level of cyber and hybrid threats against the Alliance and were implemented to
ensure compliance with ethical standards, responsible research practices, and security

regulations within NATO academic environment.

4. Findings

In the following table there is an analysis of sample responding and non-responding

members:

| || Numbers || Percentages |
| Respondents || 120 || 80% |
| Non-Respondents || 30 || 20% |

Table 5: Responding and Non-Responding Sample Participants
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The 20% of non-respondents may have created a response bias effect. That means if they
had participated, the results could vary from the current ones (Creswell, 2014). To determine
this, the researcher contacted 3 of the non-respondents by telephone (10% of their
population) and asked them to reply to their questionnaires verbally. No major variation was

noticed from the average scoring, as analysed below.

4.1 Participant Demographics and Response Overview

This section presents participants’ demographics and background characteristics. This data
set provides contextual information, essential for the interpretation of the research results
and allows the stratification of the participants in subsequent comparative analysis,

including t-tests and ANCOVA.

The questionnaire’s first four items were designed to provide participants demographics as

follow:
Question 1 - Please state the details of the course/courses you attended.

This set of data is essential for graduates’ stratification and testing curriculum consistency.

The results per single course and multiple courses graduates in the following two tables:

‘ Course H Number of Graduates |
| NSJLC - STEP 1 Graduates | 33 |
| NSMLC - STEP 2 Graduates | 24 |
| NSSLC - STEP 3 Graduates | 26 |
| NSELC - STEP 4 Graduates I 10 |
| Total: | 93 |

Table 6: Single Course Graduates

‘ Courses H Number of Graduates
| STEP 1 & 2 Graduates | 12

| STEP 1 & 3 Graduates ||

| STEP 2 & 3 Graduates |
|
|
|
|

STEP 1, 2, & 3 Graduates ||
STEP 1, 2, 3, and 4 Graduates |
Total Graduates of Multiple Courses: || 27

1
6
STEP 3 & 4 Graduates | 1
6
1

Table 7: Multiple Courses Graduates
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Students’ distribution indicates representation of all four courses of the Leadership
Academy programme. The largest proportion of respondents has completed STEP 1,
followed by STEP 3 and STEP 2, and the lowest participation was from graduates of STEP
4. This aligns with the actual numbers of available student groups per rank and

organizational duties, in the pyramid of the military hierarchy.

A substantial number (n=27, i.e. 22,5%) of the participants reported completion of more
than one course, reflecting the cumulative nature of the programme and providing the base
for examining the programme’s curriculum consistency and progression across the four

courses.
Question 2 - What is your highest level of educational qualification?

This set of data will be necessary for analysing potential correlations between existing
academic rigor and programme perceived value. The results per educational qualification of

the graduates are tabulated in in the following table:

‘ Graduates Highest Level of Educational Qualification H Numbers |
| High School Diploma or equivalent (age 16 years old) || 12 |
| Post High School / College level qualification (age 18 years old) || 33 |
| Bachelor’s Degree “ 28 |
| Master’s Degree || 44 |
| PHD [ 3 |

Table 8: Highest Level of Graduates’ Educational Qualification

This item’s mean and standard deviation are showed in the following table:

| Mean “ 2.94 |
| Standard Deviation “ 1.07 |

Table 9: Highest Level of Graduates’ Educational Qualification Mean and Standard Deviation

Participants demonstrated a wide range of educational backgrounds. The mean shows that
the group’s average educational qualification is 2.97 (=3), i.e. bachelor’s degree. Standard
deviation is relatively high (1.07), something that indicates substantial differences in the
educational background of the participants. Therefore, the inclusion of education as a
covariate in all further analyse may be appropriate because it could potentially affect
participants’ understanding of the programme’s leadership development content and
therefore their interaction with the programme’s leadership development content, and pre-

justifies analysis of covariance (ANCOVA).
Question 3 — How many years have you served in the military?
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This set of data captures experience level, which is a key covariate for leadership

development impact. The results are tabulated in the following table:

| Graduate Years of Military Service || Numbers |
| 0-5 | 0 |
| 5-10 | 12 |
| 10 - 15 | 16 |
| 15-20 | 30 |
| 20-25 | 28 |
| 25-30 | 23 |
| 30-35 | 9 |
| 35-40 | 2 |
| More than 40 || 0 |
| Never served “ 0 |
| Mean | 4.58 |
| Standard Deviation || 1.47 |

Table 10: Graduates’ Years of Military Service

The mean shows that the group’s average years of military service is 4.58, i.e. between 15
and 25. This indicates that the sample is composed predominately by mid to late career
personnel. Additionally, no participant has served less than 5 years and more than 40 years.
Standard deviation is relatively high (1.47) which shows a high variability in experience
base. Additionally, all participants are (or were during their participation in the programme)

active-duty service personnel.

Question 4 - What is your current rank or your final rank, in case you are retired?

This set of data is essential for aligning participant rank level, with the specific course

attended. The results are tabulated in the following table!*:

‘ Graduates’ Military Rank H Numbers |
‘ OR-4 to OR-5, Corporal to Sergeant and equivalent ranks H 2 |
| OR-6 to OR-7, Staff Sergeant to Sergeant First Class and equivalent ranks || 22 |
| OR-8, Master Sergeant and equivalent ranks || 12 |
| OR-9, Sergeant Major and equivalent ranks || 15 |
| OF-1 to OF-2 Second Lieutenant to Captain and equivalent ranks “ 30 |
| OF-3 to OF-4, Major to Lieutenant Colonel and equivalent ranks || 31 |
| OF-5 Colonel and equivalent ranks “ |
| OF-6 to OF-10 Brigadier General to General and equivalent ranks || |
| Never served || |

14 Ranks are grouped according to NATO’s STANAG 2116, and NATO Non-Commissioned Officer (NCO)
Bi-Strategic Command Strategy and NCO Guidelines.
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| Mean | 4.47 |
| Standard Deviation || 1.67 |

Table 11: Graduates’ Military Rank

Standard deviation is high (1.67) which shows a high variability in replies. Participants’
rank distribution shows a balanced representation of senior NCOs and Officers, with mean
rank (4.47) positioned between the highest NCO (OR-9) and lower Officer (OF-1) ranks.
This reflects the programme’s intended target population and supports the relevance of the
findings to leadership development across both NCO and Officer Corps and across Tactical,

Operational and Strategic levels command roles.

The participants’ sup-grouping of Officers and Non-Commissioned Officers is showed in

the following table:

| Non-Commissioned Officers || 51 |
| Officers “ 69 |

Table 12: Graduates Officer —- NCO Grouping

These two sub-groups mean, and standard deviation is also showed in the following table:

| Non-Commissioned Officers Mean “ 2.78 |
| Non-Commissioned Officers Standard Deviation || 0.92 |
| Officers Mean “ 5.72 |
| Officers Standard Deviation || 0.75 |

Table 13: Officers and Non-Commissioned Officers Means and Standard Deviations

This data set indicates that the average rank amongst the Non-Commissioned Officer was
just below (2.78) of the OR-8 - Master Sergeant and equivalent rank. Additionally, the
participating Officers’ average rank was also just below the OF-3 to OF-4 - Major to
Lieutenant Colonel and equivalent ranks. Both groups’ standard deviation was relatively

high, indicating an equally high variation in responses.

4.2 Influence on Leadership Identity

This subsection (Section B of the questionnaire) examines the programme’s perceived

influence on participants’ leadership identity, including role understanding, leadership
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philosophy, and self-confidence. These research items are central to leadership identity

formation and align with the theoretical framework discussed in Chapter 2.

Question 5 - To what extent has the Leadership Academy influenced your

understanding of your role as a leader?

This question is useful in measuring the programme’s perceived conceptual influence. The

results are presented in the following table:

‘ Not at all: H 1 |
| Slightly: | 14 |
| Moderately: || 42 |
| Significantly: || 50 |
| Extremely: “ 9 |
| No Reply': | 4 |
| Mean: || 3.45 |
| Standard Deviation: “ 0.82 |

Table 14: Programme’s influence on Graduates’ Understanding of their Role as Leaders

Responses indicate that most participants perceived a moderate to significant (Mean=3.45)
influence of the programme on their understanding of their leadership role. While overall
perceptions were positive, the observed variability (SD=0.82) suggests that participants did

not experience this influence in a uniform way.
Question 6 - To what extent has the programme clarified your personal leadership
philosophy?

The importance of this question lies in the fact that it can provide data on the theoretical
frameworks on leadership effectiveness and identity, as analysed in Chapter 2.4. The next

table presents the results:

Not at all: 1
| Slightly: | 13 |
| Moderately: || 51 |
| Significantly: “ 45 |
| Extremely: || 6 |
| No Reply!®: “ 4 |
| Mean: || 3.36 |

15 The four no replies were populated with the Mean: 3.45, to allow analysis.
16 The four no replies were populated with the Mean: 3.36, to allow analysis.
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“ Standard Deviation: || 0.77 ”

Table 15: To What Extend has the Programme Clarified Graduates’ Personal Leadership

Participants responses indicate that the programme contributed to clarifying their leadership
philosophy a little over “moderately” (Mean=3.26). This distribution suggests conceptual
impact while also indicating differences in the depth of the achieved clarity (SD=0.77).

Question 7 - How confident do you feel in your leadership abilities after completing

the course(s)?

This set of data importance lies in the fact that it measures self-efficacy, which is a key

component of identity. The results are tabulated in the following table:

| Not confident || |
| Somewhat confident “ |
| Confident || 40 |
| Very confident “ 59 |
| Extremely confident || 11 |
| No Reply'”: | 4 |
| Mean: || 3.65 |
| Standard Deviation: || 0.71 |

Table 16: How Confident Graduates feel in their Leadership Abilities, after completing the Course (s)

Participants’ confidence in in their leadership abilities was rated relatively high
(Mean=3.65), a little under “significantly”. This suggests that the programme supports
leadership self-efficacy, a key component in leadership identity, as analysed in Chapter 2.

Standard deviation of 0.71 (medium) shows that the responses are somewhat varied.

For this leadership identity subsection (Section B of the questionnaire), the internal
consistency reliability was measured using Cronbach’s alpha. A coefficient of a=0,747 was

measured, indicating acceptable reliability (George & Mallery, 2003).

4.3 Organizational and Tactical Impact

This subsection (Section C of the questionnaire) explores participants perceived

organizational and tactical impact of the programme, focusing on decision making under

17 The four no replies were populated with the Mean: 3.65, to allow analysis.

Master Thesis 56



uncertainty, interagency leadership, mentoring, strategic application, and the programme’s

balance between theory and practice.

Question 8 - To what extent did the programme enhance your ability to make decisions

under extreme uncertainty (VUCA/Complex Environments)?

This set of data tests directly the "nimble-minded warrior" concept, i.e. the ability to operate

when information is ambiguous or conflicting. Results are presented here:

| Not at all: || 6 |
| Slightly: | 31 |
| Moderately: || 37 |
| Significantly: “ 36 |
| Extremely: “ 5 |
| No Reply'®: | 5 |
| Mean: “ 3.03 |
| Standard Deviation: || 0.97 |

Table 17: Programme’s enhancement of Participants’ ability to make Decisions under Extreme
Uncertainty

Participants reported moderate (Mean=3.03) changes in their ability to make decisions under
uncertainty. High relatively high variability (SD=0.97) is indicated by the results; i.e.,
although some participants saw substantial improvements as a result of participating in the

program, others did not see such an improvement.

Question 9 - To what extent has the programme prepared you to effectively engage

with and lead Interagency and Multinational (cross-cultural) teams?

The data presented here test whether or not the programme had an impact on participants’

ability to engage and lead cross-cultural teams. The results are shown in the table below:

‘ Not at all: H 2 |
| Slightly: | |
| Moderately: || 39 |
| Significantly: “ 48 |
| Extremely: || 18 |
| No Reply': “ 5 |
| Mean: || 3,63 |

18 The five no replies were populated with the Mean: 3.65, to allow analysis.
19 The five no replies were populated with the Mean: 3.63, to allow analysis.
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“ Standard Deviation: || 0,87 ”

Table 18: Programme’s extent of participants’ preparation to effectively engage with and lead
Interagency and Multinational teams

The program was seen by participants as very effective in preparing them for operations in
both interagency and multinational environments (mean=3.63). The medium-sized
standard deviation (SD=.87) shows that there was some variation in the participant

responses.

Question 10 - How significantly has the programme influenced your ability to

successfully mentor and develop junior leaders within your command?

This set of data measure a key organizational function of senior leaders: capacity building

and talent management. The data are presented in the table below:

‘ Not at all: H 6 |
| Slightly: | 13 |
| Moderately: || 32 |
| Significantly: “ 53 |
| Extremely: || 11 |
| No Reply?: | 5 |
| Mean: “ 3.43 |
| Standard Deviation: || 0.97 |

Table 19: Programmes’ Influence on Participant’s Ability to Successfully Mentor and Develop Junior
Leaders within their Commands

Mean (3.43) shows that mentoring and development of junior leaders were rated positively
overall (between “moderately” and “significantly”), though the distribution of responses
(SD=0.97) indicates variation in perceived impact. This suggests that mentoring may be a

differentiating outcome of the programme.

Question 11 - To what extent do you apply the strategic concepts taught in the
academy to formulate new/improved organizational policies or standard operating

procedures (SOPs) in your current role?

20 The five no replies were populated with the Mean: 3.43, to allow analysis.
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This set of data measures organizational impact and moves beyond personal effectiveness
(see question 13 below) to assess if the learning translates into systemic change. The next

table presents the replies:

| Not at all: || 5 |
| Slightly: | 21 |
| Moderately: || 48 |
| Significantly: || 34 |
| Extremely: || 7 |
| No Reply?': | 5 |
| Mean: || 3.15 |
| Standard Deviation: “ 0.92 |

Table 20: Graduates' Utilization of Programmatic Strategic Concepts for Developing New/Improved
SOPs in Their Current Work Position

Graduates’ application of the programme’s strategic concepts, related to organisational
processes, were rated as moderate (Mean=3.15). The high standard deviation (SD=0.92)
represents a degree of variance within the participants in terms of how much they have
utilised their learning in developing new/modified SOPs in their current work position.
Therefore, there may be additional opportunities for graduates’ development that would
support enhanced organisational impact through increased emphasis on translating learning

into work practices.

Question 12 - How well did the programme balance theoretical leadership models with

the practical application required for SOF operations?

This set of data assesses the "Fit-for-Purpose" aspect of the programme, ensuring the theory
(e.g., academic concepts) is relevant and actionable for SOF specific challenges. The data

set 1s presented in the following table:

Not at all: 7
| Slightly: | 15 |
| Moderately: || 29 |
| Significantly: “ 51 |
| Extremely: || 13 |
| No Reply?%: “ 5 |
| Mean: || 3,42 |

2! The five no replies were populated with the Mean: 3.15, to allow analysis.
22 The five no replies were populated with the Mean: 3.42, to allow analysis.
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“ Standard Deviation: || 1,03 ”

Table 21: Programme’s Balance between Theoretical Leadership Models and SOF Practical
Application

Mean (3.42) shows that participants generally perceived the balance between theoretical
leadership models and practical SOF application as appropriate, supporting the
programme’s stated fit-for-purpose objective. Standard deviation of 1.03 (high) indicates

that the responses were varied.

For this organizational and tactical impact subsection (Section C of the questionnaire), the
internal consistency reliability was measured using Cronbach’s alpha. A coefficient of

a=0,845 was measured, indicating good reliability (George & Mallery, 2003).

4.4 Perceived Leadership Effectiveness

This subsection (Section D of the questionnaire) adopts a mixed-methods approach to
examine perceived leadership effectiveness, focusing on participants’ ability to lead in
complex and dynamic environments and the practical application on learned skills. Question
13 provided quantitative data on participants’ reported improvement in leadership
capability. Question 14 generated qualitative data, offering contextualized examples of how
the new learned skills were practically applied. The integration of both open and closed-
ended questions enabled the measurement of the participants’ perceived impact and the
exploration of their underlying experiences, in consistency with the convergent mixed-

methods design (Creswell, 2014, pp. 238 — 239).

Question 13 - How has the programme improved your ability to lead teams in complex

and dynamic environments?

This set of data addresses the "nimble-minded warrior" concept and operational impact. The

response data are presented in the table below:

Not improved 5
Slightly improved “ 22
Moderately improved || 45

Exceptionally improved ||

|
|
| Greatly improved | | 36
|
|

No Reply*: | 9

23 The five no replies were populated with the Mean: 3.09, to allow analysis.
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| Mean: || 3.09 |
| Standard Deviation: || 0.87 |

Table 22: Programme Graduates’ Improvement of ability to lead teams in complex and dynamic
environments

Responses indicate a moderate to significant perceived improvement in participants’ ability
to lead teams in complex environments (Mean=3.09, SD=0.87). The variability of responses

indicates differing levels of translations from learning into practice.

Question 14 - Provide examples of situations where you applied skills learned in the

programme.

This data-set was analysed through the established six-step process for conducting
qualitative research (Creswell's, 2014, pp.219-222). The data collected through Qualtrics
was first read to establish some general knowledge about the patterns and recurring ideas in
the responses. Following this, the data was imported into NVivo. The following graphic is
a word cloud created using NVivo. The graphic provides a visual representation of all the
"most frequent" words used throughout the entire dataset, with the size of each font
reflecting how often they were used. It also offers a preliminary means of identifying areas
of emphasis in the data as well as provides a way to visually identify patterns which may

later influence subsequent thematic coding.
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Figure 8: Question 14 Word Cloud

The prominence uses of words such as “thinking”, “understanding”, “applied”, and

“learning” suggests that the participants frequently associated these concepts with their
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experiences. These patterns informed the subsequent thematic coding and analysis. While
the above commonly used terms were highlighted by how frequently there were used by the
participants, they do not capture contextual meaning or sentiment. Therefore, the word cloud
is used as a complementary tool and not as a standalone analytical method. NVivo auto-

coded 60 themes, as shown alphabetically in the following table:

ISN|  THEMES s/ THEMES |s/N]| THEMES |
| 1 || analysis || 21 || exercises || 41 || process |
| 2 H applied skills “ 22 || force || 42 H projects |
| 3 || approaches || 23 || future || 43 || role |
| 4 || basis || 24 || international environment” 44 || session |
| 5 || challenges || 25 || job || 45 || sets |
| 6 || changes || 26 || leadership || 46 || situations |
| 7 || command || 27 || leading || 47 || skills |
| 8 || command teams || 28 || learning || 48 ||strategic thinking|
| 9 || concept || 29 || level || 49 || structure |
| 10 || context || 30 || making process || 50 || tactical |
| 11 || course || 31 || management || 51 || tasks |
| 12 || daily || 32 || methods || 52 || team |
113 daily life 33| model 53] team building |
| 14 || decision || 34 ||mu1tinational environment” 54 || techniques |
| 15 || development || 35 || officers || 55 || thinking |
| 16 ||dynamic environments” 36 || operations || 56 || time |
| 17 || effects || 37 || organisation || 57 || tool |
| 18 || environment || 38 || personality || 58 || training |
| 19 || ethical || 39 || planning || 59 || Understanding |
| 20 || events || 40 || priority || 60 || unit |

Table 23: Question 14 NVivo Auto-Coded Themes

Following the initial auto-coding in N'Vivo, a second stage of coding (manual) was then
conducted. Overlapping and semantically similar codes were consolidated and restructured
into higher-order themes, to ensure conceptual clarity and reduce redundancy. The
following figure provided from NVivo shows offers a graphic representation of this

hierarchy chart:
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Items clustered by word similarity

6. Teamwork and Interpersonal Dynamics

8. Change, Challenges, and Future Orientation

4. Education, Training, and Development

1. Leadership and Command Practice

7. Organizational Management and Processes

3. Application of Skills in Daily Operations)

5. Operational and Organizational Environment

2. Decision-Making and Strategic Thinking

Figure 9: Question 14 Hierarchy Chart

Once the new manually coded themes had been developed, these were evaluated using the
same dataset to confirm that each theme was grounded within the data. Further, to add to
the rigour of the analysis, the coding process entailed continuous iterative comparisons
between the themes and the data; to assure the internal coherence of the themes and to
differentiate clearly amongst them. Quotations exemplifying typical (as opposed to extreme)
cases were selected to provide additional support for the analysis' This process resulted in a
hierarchical coding framework, analysed in the following table and graphically presented in

the following figure:

Rationale/Des Man}l al
Themes cription Coding Exemplar Quotes
Themes
“I have applied elements of Meinhart's
[foundations concept and some components
of the 5 lenses of strategic thinking
Command (initially from Summit -1) to our SOF
Leadership One coherent || 1. Leadership EUB.G deployment. ]wou{d have also
Officers leadership || and Command app lled.elements 2 f Senge s Ll laws of
Role construct Practice learning organisation through our
Unit expansion and development from a CT-
focused unit to a SOLTG.
The ethical triangle of principles,
consequences and virtues would play out
at varying levels weekly” (P37)
Decision “I applied the skills from the programme
Making Process Fragmented in planning training activities, leading my
Planning leadership 2. Decision- team during demanding situations, and
Priority terms to Making and solving complex tasks where quick
Strategic thinking decision- Strategic analysis and decision-making were
Tactical making as Thinking required. The programme also helped me
Thinking practice improve communication, task delegation,
Time and priority setting.” (P50)
Applied skills
ﬁ(eetf(;zess «Skills” 3.0?Is)ilill(fstilr(1)n “MA mission in Benin: teaching and
Model consolidation || Operational developping leade'r f,h ip skills for BEN
Skills Contexts NCO's™ (93)
Tasks

Master Thesis 63



Manual

Themes Ratlo.na.l ¢/Des Coding Exemplar Quotes
cription
Themes
Techniques
Tool
“During a multinational training event, 1
Course applied adaptive leadership and rapid
Development Separation of decision-making skills from the
Exercises learning 4. Education, programme to manage unexpected
Learning processes Training, and || changes in partner-unit inputs. I adjusted
Session from skill Development priorities, reassigned tasks, and
Training application maintained clear communication to keep
Understanding the team aligned and the mission on
schedule.” (P98)
Environment PR
. . Environment
Dynamic environment ” elevates 5. Operational
Force -oP “in every day life. I changed the attitude
. . from word and and
International environment . how to lead my squadron and be more
. . becomes Organizational ) .
Multinational environment . effective and decisive.” (P114)
. contextual Environment
Operations ..
o condition
Organizational structure
Corpmand teams . 6. Teamwork || “(...) I had the opportunity to spread the
Ethical Ethics as a o s
. . and concept of ,, Mission Command” in my
Personality leadership . .
. Interpersonal team and it greatly improved our work
Team practice Dynamics ethic.” (P54)
Team building Y '
Daily
Daily life
Job “Critical thinking is something that I
Management 7. personally have incorporated in my daily
Operations Organizational || decision making process. Another one is
Organization Day-to-day || Management, networking on which NSOU have put
Process practices Processes and emphasis in their courses. That's
Projects Role something I haven't had opportunity to
Sets Application || encounter on institutional level as I have
Structure on NSOU courses.” (P19)
Situations
Work
“"[ actively apply the communication
techniques and leadership tactics |
learned during the Junior-, Mid-Level-,
and Senior-Leader courses in my day-to-
day work. I use these skills when
interacting with non-commissioned
Challenges officers as well as commissioned {)ﬁ?cers. 1
apply them in verbal and written
Changes 8. Change, . L.
« . communication, and through digital
Effects Future Challenges, and
A channels as well. Furthermore, the
Events consolidation Future . . .
. . methodology and didactics of the Junior-,
Future Orientation . .
. . Mid-Level-, and Senior-Leader courses
Situations

have significantly contributed to my
learning success. I will now apply these
approaches to train and develop future
NCO leaders within my organization. The
content of all three courses will be
reflected in various ways in our purely
national training program and has served
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q Manual
Themes B s Coding Exemplar Quotes

cription Themes

as an example for me of what modern
learning should look like.” (P111)

Table 24: Question 14 Manual Code Refinement

Coding by Survey Respondent:Q4

apaj

Leadership and Command Practice

2. Decision-Making and Strategic Thinking

Percentage coverage

3. Application of Skills in Daily Operations)
4. Fducation, Training, and Development
5. Operational and Organizational Environment

Teamwark and Interpersonal Dynamics

7. Organizational Management and Processes

8. Change, Challenges. and Future Orientation

Unassigned

Not Applicahle
cond

OF-6 to OF-10 Brigad
OR-6 to OR-7, Staff

5 Colonel and equ

GF-1 to OF-2 Sex
OF -3 to OF -4, Majer
4 to OR-5, Corpar
Master Serg

o

Figure 10: Question 14 Manual Code Refinement

These participant accounts illustrate leadership behaviours consistent with the Full Range
Leadership Model (FRLM), discussed in Chapter 2. In particular, references to adaptive
decision-making, responsibility under uncertainty, and influencing others reflect elements
of transformational leadership, specifically intellectual stimulation and idealized influence.
The application of structured decision processes under pressure further aligns with the
transactional component of active management-by-exception, demonstrating that graduates
integrate both transformational and transactional leadership behaviours in operational

contexts.

These findings illustrate how participants applied skills acquired during the programme
across leadership, decision-making, operational contexts, and organizational environments.
Eight interrelated themes were identified, highlighting not only the transfer of learning into
professional practice but also the conditions under which such transfer took place. The
interpretation of these themes in relation to the quantitative findings from Question 13 and
the Full Range Leadership Model will take place in Chapter 5, enabling methodological

triangulation.
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4.5 Andragogy

This subsection (Section E of the questionnaire) evaluates the programme’s perceived
andragogic effectiveness, including teaching methods and instructional materials. This

dataset links to programme’s quality.

Question 15 - How effective do you find the teaching methods and materials used?

The replies’ data are presented in the following table:

|Very ineffective “ 1|
|Ineffective || 1 |
|Neutra1 “ 15|
|Effective || 69|
|Very effective || 25|
|N0 Reply?*: “ 9|
|Mean: || 4.05|
|Standard Deviation: “ 0.67|

Table 25: Programme’s Teaching Methods and Used Materials Effectiveness

Teaching methods and materials were rated high (Mean=4.05), and medium standard
deviation (SD=0.67) indicates that the responses somewhat varied. This can be taken as an
indicator that instructional design and delivery quality were very high at all of the

programme’s courses.

4.6 Curriculum Consistency and Cumulative Logic

This subsection (Section F of the questionnaire) adopts a mixed-methods approach to
examine perceived curriculum consistency and cumulative logic, particularly among
participants who completed multiple programme stages. Questions 16 and 17 provided
quantitative data on the programme’s cumulative logic and consistency. Question 18
generated qualitative data, on perceived curriculum gaps and redundancies for the
programme. The integration of both open and closed-ended questions is consistent with a

convergent mixed-method design (Creswell, 2014, pp. 238 — 239).

24 The five no replies were populated with the Mean: 4.05, to allow analysis.
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As we can meaningfully investigate the sequencing and coherence of the programme’s
curriculum only considering the replies of multiple programme stages participants,
Questions 16 and 17 quantitative analysis was conducted using only responses from those

participants.

Question 16 - For those who completed multiple courses, how well do the courses build

upon each other?

This set of data directly measures programme’s cumulative logic. The response data are

presented in the table below:

Not at all 0
| Poorly “ 1 |
| Adequately || 5 |
| Well | 13 |
| Very well “ 18 |
| I participated in only one course || 74 |
| No Reply: “ 9 |
| Multiple Courses Participants Only Mean: || 4.30 |
| Multiple Courses Participants Only Standard Deviation: || 0.89 |

Table 26: Courses’ Build Upon Each Other

Among participants who completed multiple courses, responses indicate that courses
generally build upon each other effectively (Mean=4.30, above “well”), supporting
programme’s cumulative design. Standard deviation of 0.89 indicates that this perception

somewhat varied amongst participants.

Question 17 - How consistent and coherent did you find the curriculum across the four

courses?

This set of data direct measures curriculum consistency. This is slightly different from
question 16, as consistency relates to theme/message, while question 16 relates to

sequencing. Results are presented in the following table:

‘ Very inconsistent H 2 |
| Somewhat inconsistent || 0 |
| Neutral | | 5 |
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| Somewhat consistent || 6 |
| Very consistent || 29 |
| I participated in only one course || 69 |
| No Reply: || 8 |
| Multiple Courses Participants Only Mean: || 4.43 |
| Multiple Courses Participants Only Standard Deviation: || 0.96 |

Table 27: Curriculum’s Consistency Across the Four Courses?

Participants perceived a high degree of curriculum consistency across courses (Mean=4.43,
between “somewhat consistent” and “Very Consistent”), reinforcing the internal coherence
of the programme. Standard deviation of 0.69 indicates that this perception varied amongst

responses.

Question 18 - Are there any gaps or redundancies in the curriculum you would like to

highlight?

While the above two question captured the participants’ perceptions of curriculum
sequencing and consistency, Question 18 provides an opportunity to elaborate on these

perceptions by identifying specific gaps and redundancies in the curriculum.

This set of data was analysed with the established six-step process for qualitative research
(Creswell, 2014, pp. 219-222). Replies were downloaded from Qualtrics and read, so an
initial understanding of recurring ideas and patterns could be established. After this, data
was imported into NVivo for further analysis. The picture below is a word cloud generated
by NVivo. It clearly shows which words occurred most frequently in the dataset, with font
size representing the number of times that every word occurred. It offers an overall view of
the most prominent subjects, helps identify important areas of focus in the data, and supports
the initial discovery of patterns which will be used as a guide when developing themes

during the subsequent thematic coding process.
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Figure 11: Question 18 Word Cloud

complete allowe:

The prominence uses of words such as “practical”, and “learning” suggests that the
participants frequently associated these concepts with their experiences. These patterns
informed the subsequent thematic coding and analysis. While the above commonly used
terms were highlighted by how frequently there were used by the participants, they do not
capture contextual meaning or sentiment. Therefore, the word cloud is used as a
complementary tool and not as a standalone analytical method. NVivo auto-coded 25

themes, as shown alphabetically in the following table:

S'N|| THEMES |s/N]|| THEMES |
| 1 || command || 14 || opportunities |
| 2 H conflict || 15 || personality |
| 3 || course || 16 || phase |
| 4 || environment || 17 ||practica1 applications|
| 5 H exercise || 18 || respective level |
| 6 || interaction || 19 || situations |
| 7 H leadership || 20 || team |
| 8 || learning || 21 || team leadership |
(9] level  |[22] thinking |
| 10 || making || 23 || time |
| 11 || managing || 24 || topics |
| 12 ||mid—level course” 25 || traits |
| 13 || operations || || |

Table 28: Question 18 NVivo Auto-Coded Themes

The initial auto-coding graphical representation is presented in the following figure:
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Figure 12: Question 18 NVivo Auto-Coding Word Tree

Following the initial auto-coding in NVivo, a manual code refinement was conducted.

Overlapping and semantically similar codes were consolidated and restructured into higher-

order themes, to ensure conceptual clarity and reduce redundancy. The new manual coded

themes were reviewed against the dataset, confirming that they were grounded to the data.

To enhance the analysis’ rigor, the coding process involved iterative comparison between

themes and data, ensuring internal coherence and clear distinction amongst them. Exemplar

quotations were selected to show typical rather than extreme cases, to support the analysis’

credibility and transparency. This process resulted in a hierarchical coding framework,

analysed in the following table:

Rationale/ Manual
Themes . . Coding Exemplar Quotes
Description
Themes
Course
Learning Curriculum “The content of all three courses—Junior, Mid-Level,
Level sequencing, . and Senior—is logically structured and builds
. . 1. Learning . . .
Mid-level repetition . appropriately on each respective level. Tactical,
. Progression and . A
course progression, and operational, and strategic thinking must be taught
.. . Developmental . A
Opportunities perceived progressively, and all three courses follow this principle.
. Value .
Respective developmental For me personally, this represents a coherent and
level value meaningful developmental pathway.” (P111)
Topics
Conflict
Interaction “Very good job highlighting and practicing the
Leadership . 2. Leadership importance of communications but lacked actual
. Leadership as a . . . . .
Personality relational Identity and leadership decision making opportunities. The
Team ractice Interpersonal command team principle is good but we never get to
Team p Practice practice/exercise command team leadership decision
Leadership making.” (P11)
Traits
Comrr:nand Integration of 3. Expf:rlen‘ual “I would appreciate seeing more real-life examples and
Conflict . Learning and . . .
. practice, ; practical demonstrations of how to apply the theoretical
Environment Operational . . o .
. content, and concepts in real operational situations. This would help
Exercise Relevance
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Rationale/ Manual
Themes o] Coding Exemplar Quotes
Description
Themes
Operations operational bridge the gap between theory and practice even more
Interaction realism effectively.” (P50)
Making
Managing
Phase
Practical
applications
Situations
Team
Time
“Use the opportunity of multiple NATO SOF Units to
address issues facing operators within each unit and
4. Curriculum ||benefit from multiple nations experiences (e.g. Operator
Opportunities Forward looking Gaps and syndrome/TBl/depression/recruiting/retention and any
PP critique Enhanced methods that have been found to work)
Opportunities Also adding in a Human Performance Programme
element in to the residential part of the course to
encourage team cohesion and networking.” (P71)

Table 29: Question 18 Manual Code Refinement

From a theoretical perspective, these perceptions of structured progression and cumulative
learning, align closely with the ADDIE instructional design model outlined in Chapter 2.
Participants’ references to logical sequencing, reinforcement of prior learning, and
increasing cognitive complexity correspond to the “Design” and “Development” phase of
ADDIE, while their reflections on practical application and feedback reflect the
“Implementation” and “Evaluation” phases. The participant’s quotes thus represent an

example of how the programme fits within a systems-based instructional model.

These findings illustrate how participants identified gaps and redundancies in the
programme’s curriculum. Four interrelated themes were identified, highlighting not only the
transfer of learning into professional practice but also the conditions under which such
transfer took place. The interpretation of the four themes in relation to the quantitative
findings from Question 18 and the Full Range Leadership Model will take place in Chapter

5, enabling methodological triangulation.

4.7 Overall Satisfaction and Recommendations

This subsection (Section G of the questionnaire) adopts a mixed-methods approach.

Question 19 generated qualitative data, on perceived satisfaction for the leadership academy
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programme, while Questions 20 and 21 generated qualitative data, on the perceived most
valuable aspects of the programme and recommendations on improvements. The integration
of both open and closed-ended questions is consistent with a convergent mixed-method

design (Creswell, 2014, pp. 238 — 239).

19. Overall, how satisfied are you with the NSOU Leadership Academy Programme?
This data-set provides insights to the participants’ level of satisfaction from the programme.

Data are provided in the table below:

| Very dissatisfied || 1 |
| Dissatisfied || 1 |
| Neutral “ 7 |
| Satisfied || 47 |
| Very satisfied “ 52 |
| No Reply®: | 12 |
| Mean: || 4.37 |
| Standard Deviation: “ 0.69 |

Table 30: Participants' Overall Satisfaction

Mean (4.37) shows that the average satisfaction with the programme was high. This finding
provides an overall strong endorsement of the programme. Standard deviation of 0.69

(medium) indicates that the responses were somewhat varied.

Question 20 - What aspects of the programme do you consider most valuable?

While question 19 captured the participants’ satisfaction of the programme, Question 20
provides an opportunity to elaborate on these perceptions by identifying specific aspects of

the curriculum that are consider most valuable.

This set of data was analysed with the established six-step process for qualitative research
(Creswell, 2014, pp. 219-222). Replies were downloaded from Qualtrics and read, so an
initial understanding of recurring ideas and patterns could be established. After this, data
was inserted in NVivo. The following graphic is a word cloud created using NVivo. The
graphic provides a visual representation of all the "most frequent" words used throughout

the entire dataset, with the size of each font reflecting how often they were used. It also

%5 No replies were populated with the Mean: 4.37, to allow analysis.
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offers a preliminary means of identifying areas of emphasis in the data as well as provides

a way to visually identify patterns which may later influence subsequent thematic coding.
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Figure 13: Question 20 Word Cloud
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The prominence uses of words such as “thinking different”, “networking”, and “learning
suggests that the participants frequently associated these concepts with their experiences.
These patterns informed the subsequent thematic coding and analysis. While the above
commonly used terms were highlighted by how frequently there were used by the
participants, they do not capture contextual meaning or sentiment. Therefore, the word cloud
is used as a complementary tool and not as a standalone analytical method. NVivo auto-

coded 59 themes, as shown alphabetically in the following table:

ISN| THEMES |s/N|| THEMES |s/N]| THEMES |
| 1 H aspect H 21 || experience || 41 || personal experience |
| 2 || assignments || 22 || fase || 42 || perspective |
| 3 H backgrounds H 23 || forces || 43 || phase |
| 4 || building || 24 || great value || 44 || possibilities |
| 5 || case studies || 25 || group || 45 || processes |
| 6 H challenges H 26 || growth || 46 || professionals |
| 7 || concept || 27 || insights || 47 || real |
| 8 H course H 28 || instructors || 48 || roles |
| 9 || critical thinking || 29 || international audience || 49 || skills |
| 10 H development || 30 || knowledge || 50 || team |
| 11 Hdifferent approach” 31 || leadership || 51 ||theoretical foundations|
| 12 ||different countries” 32 || learning || 52 ||theoretical knowledge|
| 13 H different nations || 33 || learning phase || 53 || theory |
| 14 || discussions || 34 || level || 54 || thinking |
| 15 H distant learning || 35 || methods || 55 || time |
| 16 || education || 36 || mindset || 56 || understanding |
| 17 || effect || 37 ||multinationa1 environment” 57 || valuable |
| 18 H environment || 38 || nations || 58 || work |

Master Thesis 73



SN THEMES |ls/N| THEMES lsN|  THEMES |
| 19 || exchange || 39 || networking || 59 || personal experience |
| 20 H exercises “ 40 || officers || H |

Table 31: Question 20 NVivo Auto-Coded Themes

Following the initial auto-coding in NVivo, a manual code refinement was conducted.

Overlapping and semantically similar codes were consolidated and restructured into higher-

order themes, to ensure conceptual clarity and reduce redundancy. This process is presented

in the following figure:

€, Queries

¥ Visualizations

Flle  Home Import Create  Explore  Share

G [ & 3 @ B

New Formatted New Text  Expo
Report

port Copy  Print | Expoy
Report  Project Project

ign, Methods, and Learni

O 3. Practical Application and Profession

1
1
1

O 4.Leadership and Professional Develo 1 15
O 5. International and Multinational Lear 1
1
1

Drag selection here to code to & new code

>

A VT 7iems

Modules

0 20 Most valush

et of the programenes - § 21 ref

PT— «<
- @ =

5 aspect i the mast valusble and secondly the widening af our persanal fiekd of view is very

Reference 2 - 0.28% Coverage

Even't
e

rrrrrr

A oy TS

Figure 14: Question 20 Manual Code Refinement

The new manual coded themes were reviewed against the dataset, confirming that they were

grounded to the data. To enhance the analysis’ rigor, the coding process involved iterative

comparison between themes and data, ensuring internal coherence and clear distinction

amongst them. Exemplar quotations were selected to show typical rather than extreme cases,

to support the analysis’ credibility and transparency. This process resulted in a hierarchical

coding framework, analysed in the following table and presented in the following figure:

Rationale/ Manual Coding
Themes Description Themes Exemplar Quotes
Concept
Critical thinking
Education “I believe NSOU equips us with both
Insights academic skills and the essential
Know.ledge What participants 1. Learning knowledge of NATO SOF frame'works
Learning needed to strengthen our capacity and
: learned and how || Knowledge and .
Mindset N it capability. Examples such as Command
. their thinking Cognitive . .
Perspective developed Development Teams Leadership, Force generation,
Theoretical foundations p p transformation, Neustadt and Mays'
Theoretical knowledge "thinking in time" and the 9 system
Theory Archetypes.” (P37)
Thinking
Understanding
Master Thesis 74




Rationale/ Manual Coding
Themes Wi T Themes Exemplar Quotes
Assignments
Case studies
Course “For me, the topics covered were very
Different approach valuable. The assignments also forced me
Discussions 2. Course Design to delve deeper, and the connections
Distant learning How learning was .Metho ds. and ” || between the topics were well-thought-out.
Exercises structured and Learni’ng Furthermore, the interaction during the
Learning phase delivered Processes ADL phase challenged me to explore the
Level topics more deeply. Furthermore, the RL
Methods phase completed the whole process.”
Phase / fase (P04)
Processes
Time
Challenges
Experience
g?g::rs 3. Practical “- possibility to talk to well-experienced
Personal experience Real work and Applicatipn and people
Professionals practice Profesglonal - sharing the ideas and approaches during
Real Experience the practical exercises” (P42)
Skills
Work
“From my perspective, the most valuable
aspect of the programme is the
combination of academic insight with
real-world application, which enables
deeper understanding and self-reflection.
The course provides exposure not only to
national but also international
perspectives, thought processes, and
]éf:sglpment critical viewpoints, enriching both
. . discussion and personal growth.
Leadership . 4. Leadership and .
Mindset Professional and Professional 1 particularly value tﬁe core content
G personal growth Jfocused on leadership in complex
Possibilities Development . . .
Roles operatl(.)ns., strategic plannmg, ;ystems
Skills thinking, and alignment with
organizational vision and mission.
Finally, the opportunity to build
friendships and engage in open
discussions with participants _from
different nations is an invaluable
experience that strengthens trust and
mutual understanding across the
Alliance.” (P20)
Backgrounds “Mixing theory with practical examples

Different countries
Different nations

Assessment of

5. International

and working in syndicates, participation
of guest lectors with extensive knowledge

diversit S . . L
Exchange | CIVersiy, and Multinational || of discussed subjects and multinational
; . international . . L .
International audience Learning environment which is very beneficial to
L . exposure, and . : . .
Multinational environment exchanee Environment see how different nations might have
Nations £ different approaches to certain
Perspective challenges.” (P85)
Bl'lilding Social and 6. Social ‘iThe most of the distai?ce lear.ning
Discussions . . assignments were really interesting and
. relational value of] Interaction,
Environment . the feedback supported well personal
the programme || Networking, and 3 :
Group development. The interaction and
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Rationale/ Manual Coding
Themes Description Themes Exemplar Quotes
Instructors Learning discussions with other students during the
Networking Community residence learning phase were really
Team good, also the visiting lecturers were
mostly really good.” (P94)
Effect “The in-person weeks were of significant
Great value 7 Perceived value for network building. The
Possibilitics Value statements Vah‘le and Impact instructors on the course were excellent,
Valuable P both credible professionals and good

instructors.” (P33)

Table 32: Question 20 Manual Code Refinement

4. Leadership ...

Figure 15: Question 20 Manual Code Refinement Compared by Numbers of Coding References

Seven interrelated themes were identified related to how participants identified the most

valuable aspects of the programme. The interpretation of the seven themes in relation to the

quantitative findings from Question 19, the qualitative findings of question 21, and the Full

Range Leadership Model will take place in Chapter 5, enabling methodological

triangulation.

Question 21 - What improvements would you recommend to better meet the

programme’s objectives?

While question 19 captured the participants’ satisfaction of the programme and Question 20

provided an opportunity to elaborate on these perceptions by identifying specific aspects of
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the curriculum that are consider most valuable, Question 21 offers participants’

recommendations on how to better meet its objectives.

This set of data was analysed with the established six-step process for qualitative research
(Creswell, 2014, pp. 219-222). Replies were downloaded from Qualtrics and read, so an
initial understanding of recurring ideas and patterns could be established. After this, data
was inserted in NVivo. The following graphic is a word cloud created using NVivo. The
graphic provides a visual representation of all the "most frequent" words used throughout
the entire dataset, with the size of each font reflecting how often they were used. It also
offers a preliminary means of identifying areas of emphasis in the data as well as provides

a way to visually identify patterns which may later influence subsequent thematic coding.
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Figure 16 Question 21 Word Cloud

The prominence uses of words such as “leadership”, “discussions”, and “practical” suggests
that the participants frequently associated these concepts with their experiences. These
patterns informed the subsequent thematic coding and analysis. While the above commonly
used terms were highlighted by how frequently there were used by the participants, they do
not capture contextual meaning or sentiment. Therefore, the word cloud is used as a
complementary tool and not as a standalone analytical method. NVivo auto-coded 51

themes, as shown alphabetically in the following table:

IS/N|| THEMES ||S/N/ THEMES||s/N|| THEMES |
| 1 || aspects || 18 || form || 35 || practical applications |
| 2 || assessment || 19 || future || 36 || proficiency |
| 3 ||assignments|| 20 || group || 37 || program |
| 4 || brief || 21 || guide || 38 || questions |
| 5 || case studies || 22 || instructor || 39 || residential phase |
| 6 || concepts || 23 ||knowledge|| 40 || skills |
| 7 || course || 24 || language || 41 ||special operation mission studies|

Master Thesis 77



IS/N|| THEMES ||S/N| THEMES|[S/N|| THEMES |
| 8 || day || 25 || leaders || 42 || studies |
I 9 “ design H 26 HleadershipH 43 “ tasks |
| 10 ||development|| 27 || lessons || 44 || teams |
[ 11 | discussions || 28] level |/ 45]| thinking |
| 12 || examples || 29 || little bit || 46 || time |
| 13 || exchange || 30 || making || 47 || topics |
I 14 “ exercises H 31 “ members || 48 “ understanding |
| 15 || experience || 32 || nations || 49 || unit |
I 16 “ feedback H 33 “ operation || 50 “ war |
I 17 “ forces H 34 “ phase || 51 “ work |

Table 33: Question 20 NVivo Auto-Coded Themes

The initial auto-coding graphical representation is presented in the following figure:
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Figure 17: Question 21 NVivo Auto-Coding Word Tree

Following the initial auto-coding in NVivo, a manual code refinement was conducted.
Overlapping and semantically similar codes were consolidated and restructured into higher-
order themes, to ensure conceptual clarity and reduce redundancy. The new manual coded
themes were reviewed against the dataset, confirming that they were grounded to the data.
To enhance the analysis’ rigor, the coding process involved iterative comparison between
themes and data, insuring internal coherence and clear distinction amongst them. Exemplar
quotations were selected to show typical rather than extreme cases, to support the analysis’
credibility and transparency. This process resulted in a hierarchical coding framework,

analysed in the following table:

Rationale/ || Manual Coding
Themes Description Themes Exemplar Quotes
Course Progra}mme 1. Course Design, “The courses should qualify for
Day design Structure and .,
. ECTS credits.” (P03)
Design (structure, ||Programme Level
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Rationale/ || Manual Coding
Themes Wi T Themes Exemplar Quotes
Form form, phases,
Future level)
Level
Program
Phase
Residential phase
Time
Assignments
Assessments 2 Teachin
Case studies Me thods & “Include decision making exercises
Examples Learnin ’ with peer and instructor critiques of|
Practical applications .carming those exercises and decisions.”
. . .. . Activities, and
Special operations mission studies (P1D)
. Assessment
Studies
Tasks
Discussions “Diversity on the teams, sometimes
Exch Peer-to- _ . o
xchange Peer to-peer 3. Interaction, it is necessary to fgrc? mixing the
Group interaction and . . teams, but with the insights from the
Discussion, and .
Members exchange of instructors. One of the best
. . Exchange . .
Questions views outcomes I had from discussions
Teams with my peers.” (P59)
“I recommend adding more
scenario-based exercises that
Bricf replicate real crisis conditions and
Feedback ' 4. Instructor strengthening the zntegratzo:lft
. Teaching . between modules. More real-time
Guide . Role, Guidance, ||. . .
quality instructor feedback during practical
Instructor and Feedback .
tasks would also improve the
Lessons , .
programme’s effectiveness and
reinforce leadership development.”
(P98)
Development “A more dynamic assessment to test
Leaders . critical thinking rather than just a
. 5. Leadership, . . .
Leadership . I, verbal briefing during which team
. Leadership and|| Cognitive and =
Proficiency mindset Professional members can hide in the
Skills Development background. Adding in a HPP
Thinking P element for both fitness and
Understanding teamworking.” (P71)
“"[ believe that a stronger
combination of theoretical content
and practical application would
significantly improve the
programme’s effectiveness. Some
parts were overly theoretical,
Forees articularly the sections addressin
Making 6. Operational P Y g
- future developments and long-term
Operation Real-world Relevance and ; . .
. Lo . strategic trends. Given the rapid
Unit applicability Practical ,
. . changes on today’s battlefields — as
War Orientation s . .
Work seen in the ongoing conflict between

Ukraine and Russia — future SOF
roles and capabilities need to be
examined and integrated far more
thoroughly. This cannot be driven
solely by the participants, as most
European nations have limited
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Rationale/ | Manual Coding

Description Themes 18- Gy (O

Themes

operational experience in such
environments.

It would be highly valuable if NSOU
provided structured assessments,
insights, and consolidated lessons
learned from the relevant divisions

that are already analysing these

developments. Incorporating this

perspective into the curriculum
would help students gain a clearer,
more realistic understanding of how
SOF must adapt in order to remain

effective in future operational
landscapes.” (P95)

Table 34: Question 18 Manual Code Refinement

Six interrelated themes were identified related to how participants identified the most
valuable aspects of the programme. The interpretation of these themes in relation to the
quantitative findings from Question 19, the qualitative findings of question 20, and the Full
Range Leadership Model will take place in Chapter 5, enabling methodological

triangulation.

The results from Questions 20 & 21 also supported the theory behind Chapters 2's
frameworks (transformational leadership development) by focusing on experiential learning
& peer interaction as well as reflection which were both part of "individualized
consideration" and "leader identity formation". Furthermore, the participants' suggestions
for the use of scenarios to provide learners with real-world experiences and for feedback
mechanisms to allow learners to be assessed and evaluated also support the "evaluation"
stage of the ADDIE model which is the final stage of a training program that will assess
whether or not the education was effective; it can then be used to make changes to future

versions of the same educational program.

4.8 Group Comparisons Using Statistical Significances Tests

While in the previous sections (4.1 — 4.7) of this chapter descriptive statistics presented
graduates’ perceptions of the Leadership Academy programme, in this section inferential
statistical analysis will determine whether these perceptions differ across participant groups

and more particularly to determine whether perceptions of the programme’s effectiveness
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differ systematically between (A) Officers and Non-Commissioned Officers (participants’
professional background) and (B) the programme’s four courses (participants’ stage of
leadership development), while accounting for relevant participant characteristics. With the
use of statistical significance tests, the research moves beyond simple description and
evaluates if any observed difference reflects a pattern in the programme graduates’

population.

A. Non-Commissioned Officers — Officers

As mentioned in paragraph 4.1, the total numbers of Officers and NCOs that participated

in the research is as follow:

| Non-Commissioned Officers || 51 |
| Officers “ 69 |

Table 35: Officers vs. NCO Research Participants

These two categories of personnel form two groups. The t-tests assume independence of
observations and approximate normality of the outcome distributions. Given the sample
size, t-test is reasonably robust to minor deviations from normality. With the null hypotheses
being that there are no differences in the replies of the questionnaire’s questions between

them, an independent two sample t-test was conducted.

With a confidence interval of 95%, if p>0.05, null hypothesis cannot be rejected, i.e. there
are no statistically significant difference between the two groups (Creswell, 2014, pp.181-

184). The results are presented in the following table:

Question p-value || Null Hypothesis
5. To what extent has the Leadership Academy influenced your
. 0.119 True
understanding of your role as a leader?
6. To what extent has the programme clarified your personal leadership 0.123 True
philosophy?
7. How confident do you feel in your leadership abilities after completing
0.89 True
the course(s)?
8. To what extent did the programme enhance your ability to make 0.281 True
decisions under extreme uncertainty (VUCA/Complex Environments)? )
9. To what extent has the programme prepared you to effectively engage 0.432 True
with and lead Interagency and Multinational (cross-cultural) teams? )
10. How significantly has the programme influenced your ability to
> o 0.012 False
successfully mentor and develop junior leaders within your command?
11. To what extent do you apply the strategic concepts taught in the
academy to formulate new/improved organizational policies or standard 0.755 True
operating procedures (SOPs) in your current role?
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12. How well did the programme balance theoretical leadership models with 0.638 True
the practical application required for SOF operations? )
13. How has the programme improved your ability to lead teams in complex 0.781 True
and dynamic environments? '
15. How effective do you find the teaching methods and materials used? || 0.581 True
16. For those who completed multiple courses, how well do the courses

. 0.194 True
build upon each other?
17. How consistent and coherent did you find the curriculum across the four

0.097 True

courses?
19. Overall, how satisfied are you with the NSOU Leadership Academy 0.544 True
Programme?

Table 36: Independent t-test Results

B. Graduates per Course

To examine whether programme’s stages differences exist when controlling for participants’

educational background, ANCOVA models were estimated for each question. Prior to

interpreting adjusted programme-STEP effects, the assumption of homogeneity of

regression slopes was assessed by testing STEP x Education level interaction terms. These

tests are presented in the following table:

Question ANCOVA Test p-value Interpretation
5. To what extent has the |STEP 2 x Education Level | 0.02 | Significant |
Leadership Academy influenced  (ST5p3 » paucation Level || 06 || Ok |
your understanding of your role as
a leader? ‘STEP 4 x Education Level H 0.15 H Ok |
6. To what extent has the |STEP 2 x Education Level || 0.64 “ Ok |
programme clarified your personal ||STEP 3 x Education Level | 0.02 | Significant |
leadership philosophy? - —
|STEP 4 x Education Level || 0.01 “ Significant |
7. How confident do you feel in |STEP 2 x Education Level || 0.13 || Ok |
your leadership abilities after ISTEP 3 x Education Level | 0.01 | Significant |
completing the course(s)? - .
|STEP 4 x Education Level || 0.04 || Significant |
8. To what extent did the |STEP 2 x Education Level || 0.52 “ Ok |
programme enhance your ability to |STEP 3 x Education Level || 0.04 “ Significant |
make decisions under extreme
uncertainty (VUCA/Complex STEP 4 x Education Level 0.00006 Significant
Environments)?
9. To what extent has the |STEP 2 x Education Level || 0.11 || Ok |
programme prepared you to [STEP 3 x Education Level || 0.06 I Ok |
effectively engage with and lead
Interagency and Multinational - lsTEP 4 x Education Level 0.052 Ok
(cross-cultural) teams?
10. How significantly has the |STEP 2 x Education Level || 0.23 “ Ok |
programme influenced your ability [§TEp 3 x Education Level | 0.01 | Significant |
to successfully mentor and develop N Stonif
junior leaders within your STEP 4 x Education Level i L iCant
command?
|[STEP 2 x Education Level || 0.13 | Ok |
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Question ANCOVA Test p-value Interpretation
11. To what extent do you appl STEP 3 x Education Level 0.001 Significant
you apply
the strategticfconcelpis taught in the 0.002 Significant
academy to formulate
new/improved organizational .
policies or standard operating STEP 4 x Education Level
procedures (SOPs) in your current
role?
12. How well did the programme |STEP 2 x Education Level || 0.02 “ Significant |
balZnTe thf}?ii[ical leta}delrship |STEP 3 x Education Level || 0.02 “ Significant |
models with the practica —
application required for SOFlSTEP 4 x Education Level 0.0004 Pl
operations?
13. How has the programme |STEP 2 x Education Level || 0.27 “ Ok |
%mproved your ability tp lead teams |STEP 3 x Education Level || 0.02 “ Significant |
in complex and dynamic —
environments? ‘STEP 4 x Education Level H 0.00008 “ Slgnlﬁcant |
15. How effective do you find the |STEP 2 x Education Level || 0.001 “ Significant |
teazl;ing methods and materials |STEP 3 x Education Level || 0.0007 “ Significant |
used?
|STEP 4 x Education Level || 0.007 “ Significant |
16. For those who completed |STEP 2 x Education Level || 0.29 || Ok |
multiple courses, how well do the |[gTEp 3 « Education Level | 0.75 [ ok ]
courses build upon each other? -
|STEP 4 x Education Level || 0.92 || Ok |
17. How consistent and coherent |STEP 2 x Education Level || 0.46 || Ok |
did you find the curriculum across |STEP 3 x Education Level || 0.48 “ Ok |
the four courses? -
|STEP 4 x Education Level || 0.62 “ Ok |
19. Overall, how satisfied are you |STEP 2 x Education Level || 0.04 || Significant |
with the NSOU Leadership ISTEP 3 x Education Level | 0.01 | Significant |
Academy Programme? : —
|STEP 4 x Education Level || 0.01 “ Significant |
Table 37: ANCOVA Tests
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5. Discussion

5.1 Interpretation of Key Findings

The research’s quantitative results revealed a consistency across ranks and courses.
ANCOVA revealed that educational background is a moderator. Qualitative analysis

explains how and why this moderation occurs.

Due to the fact that the t-tests were conducted across several questionnaire items, results
were interpreted cautiously, with emphasis placed on consistent patterns across items, rather
than isolated p-values. The results indicate that Officers and NCOs reported similar
perceptions across all but one questionnaire items (p>.05), indicating that no significant
differences can be measured between the two groups. This suggests a shared baseline
experience in the programme. The exception was question 10 (mentoring and developing

junior leaders), something that suggest that this domain differs between the two groups.

When participants’ educational background was taken under consideration using
ANCOVA, more nuanced patterns became apparent. Significant interaction effects
appeared across many leadership domains, especially at advanced programme stages
(STEPs 3 and 4), These findings indicate that educational background influences how
participants engage and internalize leadership content, especially in areas such as decision-
making under uncertainty, mentoring junior leaders, strategic application, and leadership

philosophy.

A possible explanation for these patterns could be the different professional roles and
educational background of the participants. Non-commissioned officers compliment
frequently their officers as members of Command Teams, thus sharing similar operational
responsibilities in planning, decision making and leadership of SOF Units. This shared
foundation of professional experiences and responsibilities may have contributed to the
absence of statistically significant differences between the two groups across most
questionnaire items. This in term may indicate a common perception of the programme’s
value. Contrary to this, the differences in educational background appear to influence in turn
how participants interpret and internalise the Leadership Academy programme’s leadership
concepts. Participants with higher levels of formal education may engage more readily with

the theoretical frameworks of the strategic leadership models while those with more
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practical educational backgrounds may emphasise more on the curriculum’s operational
application. Subsequently, participants’ educational background is a moderator for the
content translation into leadership confidence, mentoring abilities, and decision-making

behaviours, especially at the more advanced levels of the programme.

Where STEP x Education level interaction was statistically significant (p<.05), the
homogeneity of regression slopes assumption was violated; therefore, adjusted STEP main
effects are not reported as the effect of programme stage varies according to participants’
educational background. In these cases, results indicate moderation by educational

background rather than a single adjusted STEP effect.

Where STEP x Education interactions were non-significant, the total ANCOVA model
without interaction terms was used to interpret adjusted differences between programme
courses. The absence of adjusted STEP differences where ANCOV A assumptions were met,
combined with widespread moderation effects where they were not, indicates that
programme structure is consisted, while learning depth varies according to participants’

educational background at advanced stages. The results are presented in the following table:

. Leadership Interpretation of
Question Domain Step 2 vs Step 1 ||Step 3 vs Step 1|[Step 4 vs Step 1 Adjusted Step Effects
Leadership role . No significant || No significant || Education moderates
Q3 understanding Not interpretable difference difference Step 2 effect
Not reported Not reported
Q6 Leadership No significant (s;géléf;cint (sggéléf;c:nt Education moderates
philosophy difference Education Education advanced steps
interaction)?® interaction)
Not reported Not reported
Leadership No significant (significant (significant Education moderates
Q7 . STEP x STEP x .
confidence difference . . confidence gains
Education Education
interaction) interaction)
Not reported Not reported
Decision-making No sienificant (significant (significant Education moderates
Q8 under uncertainty i ft% rence STEP x STEP x advanced decision-
(VUCA) Education Education making
interaction) interaction)
Not reported Not reported
Interagency & _ (significant (significant .
00 | o | Mot | OSSR Aded s e
leadership Education Education ’
interaction) interaction)
Q10 Mentoring junior || No significant Not reported Not reported Moderation at
leaders difference (significant (significant advanced stages

26 NOTE: “Not Reported” indicates that adjusted STEP main effects are not presented due to a statistically
significant STEP x Education interaction (p<.05), indicating moderation by educational background.
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. Leadership Interpretation of
Question Domain Step 2 vs Step 1 ||Step 3 vs Step 1||Step 4 vs Step 1 Adjusted Step Effects
STEP x STEP x
Education Education
interaction) interaction)
Not reported Not reported
Strategic policy . (significant (significant .
an | asor | Nesean | U™ S| e el
application Education Education gic app
interaction) interaction)
Not reported Not reported
3 . (significant (significant .
Q12 Theory—practice Not interpretable STEP x STEP x Strong moderation
balance . . across all steps
Education Education
interaction) interaction)
Not reported Not reported
Leading in . (significant (significant .
a3 | compler | Mot | S5 | Sy | Beion ot
environments Education Education p P
interaction) interaction)
Not reported Not reported
Teaching (significant (significant Andragogic impact
Ql5 methods & Not interpretable STEP x STEP x moderated by
materials Education Education education
interaction) interaction)
Q16 o Crzlslsrisgn & No significant || No significant || No significant Curriculum
prog X difference difference difference progression stable
sequencing
Q17 Curriculum No significant || No significant || No significant || Curriculum coherence
coherence difference difference difference stable
Not reported Not reported
(significant (significant . .
Q19 Overall Not interpretable | STEP x STEp x | Satisfaction moderated
satisfaction . . by education
Education Education
interaction) interaction)

Table 38: Final ANCOVA Programme-STEP Effects (STEP 2/ STEP 3/STEP 4 VS STEP 1),
Controlling for Educational Level

The following table contains the summary of unadjusted and adjusted results:

ANCOVA Result
Question|| Leadership Domain || t-test Result (Education Integrated Interpretation
Interaction)
. . Basic perceptions consistent;
Q5 Leadersh1p.role No difference S.tep.z * Education educational background shapes
understanding significant . .
impact at early—mid stages

7 Conceptual analysis:
a. “No significant difference”: Final ANCOVA model without interaction and adjusted STEP effect not
statistically significant (p>.05).
b. “Not interpretable”: STEP x Education Interaction statistically significant (p<.05) and homogeneity of
regression slopes violated, hence adjusted main effect not interpreted.
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ANCOVA Result
Question|| Leadership Domain || t-test Result (Education Integrated Interpretation
Interaction)
. Advanced conceptual clarity

Q6 Legdersh1p No difference Step 3 & 4 < depends on educational

philosophy Education significant
background
Leadership . Step 3 & 4 % Confidence gains are education-

Q7 confidence No difference Education significant||dependent at senior stages
Decision-making . .

Q8 [under uncertainty No difference Step 3 & 4 % Higher education enhances
(VUCA) Education significant|jabsorption of complexity training
Interagency & _ .

Lo . No significant Programme effective and

Q0 ﬁ:ég?:ﬁignal No difference interactions consistent across backgrounds

Q10 Mentoring junior Significant ||Step 3 & 4 x i\rff?l?lte(;f:eli LS ablg'z}}; ;T:feerzrrllgator
leaders difference Education significant . y &

education
Strategic policy & . Step 3 & 4 % Strategic application requires
Qll SOP application No difference Education significant||fhigher cognitive readiness
Q12 Theory—practice No difference Step 2,3 & 4 % Andragogic effectiveness varies by
balance Education significant|leducation across all stages
Leading in complex . Step 3 & 4 x Advanced leadership effectiveness
Q13 environments No difference Education significant||moderated by education
Teaching methods & . Step 2,3 & 4 % Instructional design effective but
Q15 materials No difference Education significant||differentially absorbed
Q16 Course progression & No difference No significant Strong curriculum scaffolding
sequencing interactions across all groups
. . No significant Programme design is stable and fit
Q17 ||Curriculum coherence |[No difference interactions for purpose
. . . Step 2,3 & 4 % Satisfaction increases with
Q19 | Overall satisfaction || No difference Education significant||education at advanced stages

Table 39: Summary of Unadjusted (t-test) and Adjusted (ANCOVA) Results

Unadjusted comparisons indicate consistency across the programme’s stages, while

ANCOVA reveals that educational background significantly moderates learning outcomes

in advanced leadership.

There were four themes identified by the thematic analysis of the open-ended survey data,

that reflected participant's perceptions of the programme’s impacts on leadership

development,

operational

effectiveness,

and

curricular

coherence and

complemented/expanded upon the findings from the quantitative study:
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Theme 1: Enhancements to Leadership Education and Self-Awareness

Responders reported consistently that the leadership academy programme enhanced their
understanding of their leadership role and personal leadership philosophy. Their exposure
to leadership theories, structured reflection and instructor-led discussions contributed to

increased self-awareness and leadership identity formation (van Dick & Schun, 2010).

Theme 2: Operational Relevance and Practical Application

The curriculum was identified by graduates as directly applicable to the operational
environments in which they worked particularly when making decisions under uncertainty

or working as leaders of multinational teams.

Theme 3: Building Professional Networks

The ability to network with their peers, who represented multiple Allied and Partner Nations
as well as multiple rank structures, was identified as a significant value-added component

of the program that fostered a shared NATO SOF identity and professional networking.

Theme 4: Cumulative Curricular Design and Progression

While minor complaints were made about redundant content within the multi-level courses
offered through the Leadership Academy Programme, most graduates recognized that the
design of the program followed a cumulative logic and each successive level of the program

built upon the foundational learning of its the previous levels.

Together, these four themes reinforce the quantitative findings and provide deeper insight

into how the Leadership Academy programme achieves its intended outcomes.

These results combined suggest that while the Leadership Academy’s programme delivers
a coherent and consistent leadership development educational experience, the depth of
learning and the perceived impact increases differentially, based on participants’

educational experience, as the complexity of the programme increases.

We can interpret the above findings through the FRLM levels, as showed in the following
table (Avolio, 1999 & Antonakis et al., 2003):

| Level || Results |
| 1. Surface || Consistent across all participants |
| 2. Meso

|

- Education-sensitive at STEP 3 and STEP 4 levels
3. Foundation |

Table 40: FRLM Mapping Table
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5.2 Implications for Leadership Development in NATO SOF

Quantitative findings have important implications for leadership development within NATO
Special Operations Forces. The perceptions, as described from descriptive analysis and t-
tests, support the notion that the programme has developed a common leadership base
among different participants. This is essential in the multinational SOF context, where

interoperability and shared understanding are critical (NATO, 2025).

At the same time, ANCOVA results indicate that advanced leadership competencies —
especially those that involve abstraction, complexity, and strategic judgment — are more
readily developed by participants with stronger educational foundations. This finding
reinforces the need to consider cognitive readiness alongside tactical experience, when
developing senior NATO SOF leaders, especially in roles requiring organizational

leadership and decision-making under uncertainty.

The participants’ educational background appears to influence their learning outcomes by
affecting their ability to engage with different types of the programme’s instructional
content. Those with higher levels of formal academic education are probably more
accustomed to analytical reasoning and abstract conceptualisation. This may allow them to
better interpret leadership frameworks like the Full Range Leadership Model. Conversely,
those with more practice-oriented backgrounds may prefer the programme’s experiential
learning components, such as practical exercises and peer interaction. Subsequently, while
the Leadership Academy programme appears to provide consistent learning opportunities
across the participants’ population, differences in educational background influence the

participants’ depth and pathways of understanding of the leadership concepts.

Finally, the absence of interaction effects for curriculum coherence indicates that the
programme’s structure itself is sound and accessible across all educational backgrounds,

with only the learning outcomes’ magnitude differing.

Quantitative findings concerning shared NATO identity, command team effectiveness,
multinational engagement, networking, and trust, suggest that the programme functions as
an interoperability enabler extending beyond procedural standardization. The evidence
indicates that the programme supports interoperability at the cognitive and identity levels.
Facilitating a shared leadership mind-set, common professional values, and mutual trust

among multinational NATO SOF personnel (Asforth & Mael, 1989).
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The ANCOVA findings, particularly those relating to mentoring junior leaders, demonstrate
that at Special Operations Component Command (SOCC) and Executive levels (STEP 3
and STEP 4), operational experience alone is insufficient, and that advanced leadership
effectiveness increasingly depends on structured cognitive development (Day & Hammond,

2001).

Leadership and Command Practice findings demonstrate a strong alignment between
graduate’s perceived leadership development and the reported application of leadership
behaviours in operational contexts. Qualitative results from Question 13 indicate a moderate
to high perceived improvement in their ability to lead teams in complex and dynamic
environments, suggesting a positive contribution to leadership capability development. This
quantitative trend is reinforced by qualitative data from Question 14. Participants provided
real-world examples of leadership principles application when leading Units as command
teams during operations. Statements like: “I applied the skills from the programme in
planning training activities, leading my team during demanding situations, and solving
complex tasks where quick analysis and decision-making were required. The programme
also helped me improve communication, task delegation, and priority setting.” (P50)
indicate that leadership learning extended beyond conceptual understanding, to practical

enactment.

The results from the study as viewed from the lens of FRLM appear to indicate a
transformational leadership style and inspirational motivation. The responses of the
participants to their perceived responsibilities in relation to their leader roles, level of role
clarity, and their ability to influence others within their chain of command, appear to
represent a greater capacity to lead by example and by purpose, two major aspects of
transformational leadership. While the participants’ responses about their command roles
were related to elements of transactional leadership (such as performance-based leadership),

they also indicated that they have the ability to inspire others to achieve organisational goals.

Thus, the combination of quantitative and qualitative results indicate that participants'
leadership effectiveness was improved by their ability to apply transformational behaviours
with appropriate transactional practices (a balance which can be especially useful in the

context of complex operational settings).

The issue of decision-making and strategic thinking provided additional insight into how

these perceptions of leadership effectiveness were applied in practice. While participants
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indicated an overall improvement in leadership (Question 13), they also explained how that
improvement was typically exhibited through better decision-making abilities; especially
when decisions had to be made quickly under pressure or uncertainty (Question 14).
Participants' decision-making processes appeared to become more formalised and
deliberative as indicated by examples such as: “During a multinational training event, |
applied adaptive leadership and rapid decision-making skills from the programme to
manage unexpected changes in partner-unit inputs. I adjusted priorities, reassigned tasks,
and maintained clear communication to keep the team aligned and the mission on schedule.”
(P98). Such statements suggest that leadership development was not limited to inter-
personal influence but extended to cognitive and analytical processes, essential for

operational leadership.

Within the Full Range Leadership Model, these findings correspond closely with the
transformational leadership dimension of intellectual stimulation, whereby leaders
encourage followers’ critical thinking, problem solving, and adaptive decision-making
(Hogg, 2016). The reported use of adaptive strategic, operational, and tactical thinking
indicates that participants internalized frameworks that support reflective and forward-

looking leadership behaviour.

In addition, references to planning, time management, and prioritization also reflect aspects
of transactional leadership like active management, i.e. leader’s proactive intervention to
prevent problems. This combination suggests that effective leadership in complex

environments requires adaptive thinking and structured control mechanisms.

Combined, the quantitative perception of improved leadership effectiveness and the
qualitative evidence of enhanced decision-making practices indicate that the programme
supported the development of leadership behaviours consistent with the full spectrum of the
FRLM, reinforcing the value of integrating cognitive skills’ development in leadership

education.

5.3 Curriculum Strengths and Areas for Improvement

There were several strengths of the program's curriculum demonstrated through the data

collected. All three aspects of the curriculum—perceived curriculum coherence, effective
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course sequencing, and teacher quality—were consistently high and similar among all
program stages. These results demonstrate the program is structured and andragogically

effective.

The ANCOVA analysis of interaction effects has highlighted the potential to modify the
current design, rather than starting over. More particularly, students from a lower
educational background could be provided with additional preparation and support prior to
the study of the more difficult content in STEPs 3 and 4. These adjustments would improve
the effectiveness of the program but could be done by modifying or adding to the existing

format and components of the programme.

The quantitative analysis results from Questions 16 and 17 indicated that students, who had
progressed through more than one program stage, generally experienced the curriculum to
be both cumulative and cohesive. A high mean score on course sequencing (Mean=4.30),
and a high mean score on curriculum consistency (Mean=4.43), suggested that the general
approach in the design of the programme supported the development of progressive

knowledge and reinforced the key leadership concepts throughout its stages.

Qualitative findings from Question 18 support these quantitative results as they provide an
example of how participants used this cumulative logic in their everyday work. Although
most respondents indicated a coherent learning structure for the program, some indicated
that while there were areas where the repetition was seen as inadequate progression: “/
noticed some redundancy in the decision-making under uncertainty topics, which appeared
in several modules” (P98). When this is considered alongside the strong quantitative

endorsement of curriculum coherence, it provides a nuanced interpretation (NATO, 2025).

The leadership Academy’s programme is well-structured and logically sequenced but would
benefit from greater differentiation and experiential depth at advanced stages. This
integration of findings demonstrates the value of methodological triangulation in identifying
both strengths and areas for enhancement within leadership education programmes

(Creswell, 2014).
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5.4 Contribution to Military Education Theory and Practice

This research contributes to military education theory by demonstrating the limitations of
relying solely on unadjusted group comparisons, when evaluating professional military
education programmes. While the conducted t-tests suggested overall consistency,
ANCOVA and qualitative integration revealed educational background dependent
differences that would otherwise remain hidden. This emphasizes the importance of
incorporating learner’s characteristics into programme evaluation models, especially in

advanced military education context.
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6. Conclusions and Recommendations

6.1 Summary of Research Outcomes

This research’s goal was to assess whether the NSOU Leadership Academy’s Programme
is fit-for-purpose across its four courses. Findings indicate that there is a wide perception of
participants, that the programme is coherent, effective, and valuable. Additionally, high
levels of satisfaction are reported across its courses. While unadjusted analyses suggest
minimal differences amongst programme’s stages, adjusted analyses revealed that
educational background moderates the perceived impact of advanced leadership

development outcomes.

Answers to the Research Question of Sub-Chapter 1.3

This section returns explicitly to the three research questions presented in Sub-Chapter 1.3
and provides evidence-based answers derived from the convergent mixed-methods design

(quantitative results and qualitative themes analysed separately and then integrated).

Research Question 1: To what extend does the NSOU Leadership Academy Programme

influence graduates’ individual leadership identity?

The research indicates that the programme has a positive influence on the leadership
identities of the participants, including how they understand their role as leaders and their
own personal philosophy of leadership. This was demonstrated quantitatively through the
generally favourable evaluation of items that measured leadership identity; this was also
supported qualitatively by the Theme 1 (Leadership Education and Identity Development),
which consistently noted an increase in self-awareness, organized reflection and conceptual
clarity of both role and philosophy of leadership. Together, the quantitative and qualitative
findings provide evidence for the conclusion that the program provides meaningful
development of leadership identity, consistent with the identity-oriented mechanisms

discussed in the theoretical framework.
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Research Question 2: Is there a statistically significant relationship between participation

in the programme and graduates’ perceived leadership effectiveness and organizational

impact in their operational units?

Qualitative results were similar across each of the domains of leadership effectiveness and
organisational impact, and generally favourable views of participation and its contribution
to overall leadership effectiveness were documented. Unadjusted comparisons across all
four course levels (STEP 1 to 4) and rank categories showed similarly favourable
comparative results; however, adjusted analysis (ANCOVA) showed that educational
background moderates perceived gains at advanced stages (STEP 3 and STEP 4), for some
leadership domains. These qualitative results are supported by Theme 2 (Operational
Relevance and Practical Application), which found that graduates used program knowledge
in a variety of ways to inform their decision making and application of leadership practices
in uncertain environments, mentoring relationships, communication strategies and other
forms of organizational leadership practices in real operation contexts. Overall, the evidence
suggests that participants perceive the program as having operational relevance and being
an effective means of developing leadership skills, but that the extent to which they perceive
the program as having contributed to their professional development at the advanced stage

may vary based on their educational background.

Research Question 3: How do multi-course graduates perceive the consistency and

cumulative logic of the curriculum across the four stages of the programme?

The results indicate that multi-course students view the programme's curriculum as a
continuous or sequential series of related courses, thereby supporting the intention to have
a structured and developmental approach to education as provided by it. The quantitative
data revealed that the students evaluated the curriculum sequencing and progression very
favourably, and unadjusted comparisons did not reveal any significant differences;
therefore, there appears to be little difference in the students' perception of the program's

overall design.

The qualitative data also supported the conclusions of the Theme 4 (Curriculum Coherence
and Cumulative Progression), which explained how each successive course builds upon

previous knowledge, while it also acknowledged limited examples of when the repetition of

Master Thesis 95



similar material was viewed as reinforcing additional skills versus redundant and potentially

counterproductive.

Overall, both the quantitative and qualitative results provide evidence that the programme

has a coherent and cumulative design, providing a basis for differentiating advanced content

from less advanced content through the use of additional experiential learning opportunities.

6.2 Practical Recommendations for the NSOU Leadership Academy

The following synthesis summary table maps each research objective of the survey to a

corresponding recommendation:

| Research Objective ||

Key Findings

Evidence of Data

Recommendation

Assess whether the
Leadership Academy
influences graduates’

leadership identity

The programme positively
strengthens participants’
understanding of their role
as a leader and clarifies
their personal leaderships
philosophy

High satisfaction levels
in survey questions 5,6,

and 7. Qualitative

responses emphasising
increased self-awareness

Continue emphasising leadership
identity development modules
and reflective learning exercises
within the curriculum

Examine the
programme’s
organisational and
operational impact

Graduates report applying
programme’s concepts in
their Units via mentoring,
Standard Operating
Procedures (SOPs)
development, and
leadership practices

Positive responses to
questions 8, 9, 10, 11,

and 12

Integrate follow-up alumni
engagement to capture long-term
organisational impact
(Kirkpatrick Model’s?® levels 3
and 4)

Evaluate
programme’s
influence on

Graduates report improved
confidence in their
leadership and decision-

Responses to questions

13 and 14

Expand scenario-based learning
and decision-making simulations
that replicate operational

leadership making abilities under uncertaint
effectiveness uncertainty (VUCA) y

Assess the . The programme s . . . . .

, instructional design and Responses to question Continue using high quality
programme’s . . .
delivery quality were very 15 instructors
andragogy .
high
Assess the Multi-course graduates Responses from

cumulative logic and
coherence of the
four-course

perceive a progressive
structure where courses
build upon each-other

participants who

attended multiple course
levels on questions 16,

17, and 18

Not reported (significant STEP x
Education interaction)

28 The Kirkpatrick four-level framework for evaluation effectiveness of training and learning programmes is
globally recognised. Its four levels are (Cahapay, 2021):

Level 1: Reaction, it measures how participants react to the training

Level 2: Learning, it assesses the increase in knowledge, skills, or attitudes.
Level 3: Behaviour, it evaluates the extent to which participants apply what they learned on their job.
Level 4: Results, it measures the final tangible results of the training, such as increase in productivity, and

sales.

Master Thesis

96




Research Objective “

Key Findings

I

Evidence of Data H Recommendation

curriculum of the
programme

Identify areas of
improvement in
programme delivery

Participants highlighted the
networking opportunities
and the practical exercises
as the programme’s highly

valuable components

Qualitative themes
identified in NVivo
coding (networking,

practical exercises, and
leadership education) on
questions 19, 20, and 21

Increase structured multinational
collaboration exercises and peer
learning opportunities

Table 41: Research's Synthesis Summary Table

The following strategic roadmap table for the Leadership Academy development presents

the suggested curriculum updates timeframe:

Time C .
Horizon Strategic Initiative Purpose
Short Term || Expand scenario-based decision- Strengthen graduates’ ability to operate in VUCA
(1-2 years) making exercises environments
Short Term || Increase structured multinational || Improve interoperability and leadership effectiveness
(1-2 years) collaboration exercises within multinational SOF teams
Short Term || Intergrade additional reflective Reinforce leadership self-awareness and personal
(1-2 years) leadership identity modules leadership philosophy development
Medium Deve.lop alumni follow-up Enable systematic evaluation on how programme
Term 3-5 || mechanisms to assess long-term raduates apply leadership concepts in operational units
years) leadership impact & PPLY P P p
Medium Introduce advanced simulation s .
. . Improve SOF leaders’ preparation for complex
Term (3-5 environments for stratregic . . .
. . - operational and strategic leadership challenges
years) decision-making training
Expand NSOU Leadership
Long Term || Academy as a NATO reference || Position NSOU as the central hub for multinational SOF
(5+years) model for SOF leadership leadership development across the Alliance
education
Integrate the Leadership Academy|| Position NSOU as the central hub for multinational
Long Term || programme with broader NATO || leadership development across the Alliance and ensure
(5+years) professional military education || alignment with evolving NATO strategic education and
initiatives leadership development frameworks

Table 42: Strategic Roadmap table for the NSOU Leadership Academy Development

The findings from this study have shown overall consistency among all participants'

perceptions. Therefore, there were no significant changes to be made with the programme’s

structure. In addition to the findings of this study, three targeted enhancements may be

needed for the programme to increase participants’ learning outcomes.

The first enhancement suggested was that the programme provide additional structured

cognitive development opportunities at its later stages, using preparatory cognitive

scaffolding. This recommendation is supported by the findings of the ANCOVA indicating

Master Thesis

97




that at STEPs 3 and 4 of the programme, educational background had an effect on the

effectiveness of the participant's leadership, specifically when mentoring junior leaders.

In addition, the results of this study provided further evidence of the current literature on
adult learning theory, which indicates that the curriculum should be expanded to include
more scenario-based command team decision exercises. These recommendations are

supported by the Qualitative Theme of Questions 14 and 21.

Finally, the findings also support preserving the current mixed Officer -NCO class and
cohort design. This recommendation is supported by the t-test results showing no rank-based

differences.

Based on these identified gaps, it is recommended that at least one structured scenario-based
decision practical exercise, explicitly designed for command teams is incorporated into each
of the programme’s courses. These exercises will progressively reflect the increasing level
of tactical, operational, and strategic challenges faced by NATO SOF. For the
implementation of this proposal, there are two things that require consideration. The first is
that the Officers-NCOs ratio in the NATO SOF Junior Leaders Course — STEP 1 and the
NATO SOF Mid-Level Leaders Course — STEP 2 participants is not equal, as a result of the
reality that the actual Officers-NCOs ratio in that rank’s range is also not equal. This could
mean that it will be more realistic to implement this proposal only in the two last courses,
where the equality in Officers’ and NCOs’ numbers will allow the creation of real-life or
simulated command. The second aspect that requires consideration is andragogy. There are
practical challenges for assessing and providing feedback on 16 command teams, as the
maximum class size per course is 32. This could be addressed with the use of technology

(simulations). A proposal for one practical exercise per course can be found in Appendix B.

6.3 Research Limitations and Critical Self-Reflection

An obvious limitation of this study arises from the fact that the researcher has additionally
two roles as faculty member and curriculum developer within NSOU Leadership Academy.
This insider position enabled a deeper understanding of the programme’s intent, structure,
and operational context but at the same time it also carries the risk of unconscious bias in

the framing of the research questions and the interpretation of the analysis. As measures of

Master Thesis 98



mitigation, the data collection relied on anonymous responses, standardised instruments,
and a mixed-methods design. This allowed quantitative results to be triangulated with

qualitative themes.

Another limitation for this study could be the fact that it relies primarily on self-reported
perceptions of leadership identity, effectiveness, and organisational impact. While such
perceptions are relevant in research on leadership development, they may differ from
externally observable behavioural change, operational performance, and organisational
impact. There is also the risk that participants’ responses may have been influenced by social

desirability bias, given the elite culture of the Special Operations Forces community.

Although the sample size was adequate for the selected statistical analysis and reflected a
broad range of ranks and experience levels, it did not cover all NATO nations with SOF
capabilities. Some NATO members have not participated at all in the programme, or their
numbers of graduates was so small that had no representation in the research. Additionally,
the specialised nature of NATO SOF, limits the generalisation of the findings beyond similar
elite military organisations. Caution should therefore be exercised when extrapolating the

results to conventional military organisations or non-military leadership environments.

Additionally, while questionnaire’s structure was informed by the Full Range Leadership
Model and the social identity theory, there is no instrument that can fully capture the depth
and complexity of the topic of leadership identity formation. Therefore, some psychological

and unconscious dimensions of leadership development may remain unexplored.

Furthermore, the cross-sectional design of the study captures participants’ reflection as a
snap-shot, at a single point in time. But leadership identity development is longitudinal by
nature. As a result, a future research would be required to assess the durability of the current

research’s results and long-term operational impact of the programme.

The value of this research’s findings is not undermined by the recognition of the above
limitations. On the contrary, it situates those findings within the appropriate analytical
boundaries. By acknowledging these constraints, this study demonstrates methodological
transparency. It also provides a foundation for a more robust future research on leadership

development of the Allied Special Operations Forces.

The findings of this research suggest that the Leadership Academy programme’s structure
could be used as a model to other NATO educational institutions. Its integrated approach,

of combining officers and non-commissioned officers within a common leadership
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development pathway, and emphasis on multinational collaboration, experiential learning,
and leadership identity development can address several gaps identified in existing
professional military education programmes. As the Alliance continues to adapt to the ever
increasingly complex modern operational environment, similar leadership development
frameworks could be considered by other NATO educational and training institutions
aiming to strengthen Command Teams’ cohesion, interoperability, and leadership quality

across the Alliance.

6.4 Suggestions for Future Research

Building on the limitations identified in sub-chapter 6.3, future study should take an
approach that considers the program's design and student characteristics when comparing
groups and should use a multi-variable approach to compare the interaction of the program's
design and student characteristics. Also, using long term study designs (i.e., longitudinal)
and qualitative methods can provide a greater understanding of how leadership development

translates from the program to continued operational effectiveness over time.

The results of the mentoring and junior leader development differences (Question 10) for
officers versus NCO's show that this capability may have a large experiential component
and as such would need to be looked at in both future research and in the design of curricula

in order to support all students.

Additionally, future research could follow graduates who have gone on to command
positions within NATO. This would allow for an examination of the relationship between

leadership education and operational outcomes for the alliance.
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Appendix A: Research Questionnaire

Assessing the North Atlantic Treaty Organization Special Operations

University’s Leadership Academy Programme

Participant Information Sheet

You are invited to take part in the research study named above. Before you decide whether
to participate, it is important that you understand the purpose of the study and what your
participation will involve. Please take some time to read the following information

carefully and consider it before making your decision.

Purpose of the study:

I am conducting a research study as part of my Master of Business Administration (MBA)

programme. The title of my dissertation is:

“Assessing the North Atlantic Treaty Organization Special Operations University’s
Leadership Academy Programme: Evaluating if and how the NSOU Leadership
Academy’s Professional Development Programme is Fit-for-Purpose in Building the

Future NATO Special Operations Forces Nimble-Minded Warriors.”

The aim of this research is to critically evaluate whether the NSOU Leadership Academy’s
professional development programme is fit-for-purpose in achieving its intended
objectives. More specifically, it will assess how the programme influences individual
leadership identity, effectiveness, and organizational impact. It would also explore the

consistency and cumulative logic of the curriculum across the four courses.

Why vou have been invited to participate:

You have been invited to participate in this study because you are an attendee of the

NSOU Leadership Academy courses, along with your fellow participants.

Do vou have to take part?

Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. You have the right to withdraw from the
study at any time. If you choose to withdraw, your responses will be excluded from the
analysis and your questionnaire will be destroyed, unless your data have already been
anonymised and incorporated into the overall analysis. In that case, it will no longer be

possible to identify or remove your individual data.
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Your participation will involve:

You will be asked to complete a questionnaire, which is expected to take approximately 30
minutes to complete. There are no known risks associated with participating in this study.
If you have any questions or would like further information about the study, please do not

hesitate to contact me.

What are the benefits associated with taking part in this survey?

You will have the opportunity to draw on both your prior professional experience and the
knowledge you have gained through completing this programme to critically evaluate it.
Your feedback will help identify areas where the current programme could be improved,
benefiting future participants. In doing so, you will contribute to the ongoing development
of the Allied and Partner Nations’ Special Operations Forces, serving as an agent of

positive change.

What will happen to the results of the research project?

The findings of this research will be used to support the ongoing enhancement of the
NSOU Leadership Academy’s educational programme and may also be published online

in an academic journal article.

How will vour data and privacy be protected?

All research data will be stored in accordance with both University policies and NATO
data protection regulations. The data will be password-protected and held within a NATO-
classified work account, accessible only to the Lead Researcher. All data will be securely
retained for two years following the completion of the researcher’s degree, after which it

will be permanently deleted.

Who is involved in the project?

This research is being conducted as part of the requirements for the Master of Business
Administration (MBA) degree and represents an independent academic project. The study
has been reviewed and approved by the School of Social Sciences at the Hellenic Open

University and by NATO Special Operations University.

If you have any questions, please contact me at the emails:
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Thank you for taking time to read the information sheet.

Evangelos Trasanis

Section A: Participant Background

1. Please state the course details (click all that apply):
NATO SOF Junior Leaders Course - STEP 1

NATO SOF Mid-Level Leaders Course - STEP 2
NATO SOF Senior Leaders Course - STEP 3

NATO SOF Executive Leaders Course - STEP 4

2. What is your highest level of educational qualification?
High School Diploma or equivalent (age 16 years old)
Post High School / College level qualification (age 18 years old)
Bachelor's Degree

Master's Degree

PHD

3. How many years have you served in the military?
0-5

5-10

10-15

15-20

20 - 25

25-30

30-35

35-40

More than 40

Never served

4. What is your current rank?
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OR-4 to OR-5, Corporal to Sergeant and equivalent ranks

OR-6 to OR-7, Staff Sergeant to Sergeant First Class and equivalent ranks
OR-8, Master Sergeant and equivalent ranks

OR-9, Sergeant Major and equivalent ranks

OF-1 to OF-2 Second Lieutenant to Captain and equivalent ranks

OF-3 to OF-4, Major to Lieutenant Colonel and equivalent ranks

OF-5 Colonel and equivalent ranks

OF-6 to OF-10 Brigadier General to General and equivalent ranks
Section B: Leadership Identity

5. To what extent has the Leadership Academy influenced your understanding of

your role as a leader?
Not at all

Slightly

Moderately
Significantly
Extremely

6. To what extent has the programme clarified your personal leadership philosophy?
Not at all

Slightly

Moderately
Significantly
Extremely

7. How confident do you feel in your leadership abilities after completing the

course(s)?
Not confident

Somewhat confident
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Confident
Very confident

Extremely confident
Section C: Organizational and Tactical Impact

8. To what extent did the programme enhance your ability to make decisions under

extreme uncertainty (VUCA/Complex Environments)?
Not at all

Slightly

Moderately

Significantly

Extremely

9. To what extent has the programme prepared you to effectively engage with and

lead Interagency and Multinational (cross-cultural) teams?
Not at all

Slightly

Moderately

Significantly

Extremely

10. How significantly has the programme influenced your ability to successfully

mentor and develop junior leaders within your command?
Not at all

Slightly

Moderately

Significantly

Extremely
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11. To what extent do you apply the strategic concepts taught in the academy to
formulate new/improved organizational policies or standard operating procedures

(SOPs) in your current role?
Not at all

Slightly

Moderately

Significantly

Extremely

12. How well did the programme balance theoretical leadership models with the

practical application required for SOF operations?
Not at all

Slightly

Moderately

Significantly

Extremely

Section D: Leadership Effectiveness

13. How has the programme improved your ability to lead teams in complex and

dynamic environments?
Not improved

Slightly improved
Moderately improved
Greatly improved
Exceptionally improved

14. Provide examples of situations where you applied skills learned in the

programme.

[Open text field]

Section E: Andragogy
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15. How effective do you find the teaching methods and materials used?
Very ineffective

Ineffective

Neutral

Effective

Very effective
Section F: Curriculum Consistency and Cumulative Logic

16. For those who completed multiple courses, how well do the courses build upon

each other?

Not at all

Poorly

Adequately

Well

Very well

I participated in only one course
17. How consistent and coherent did you find the curriculum across the four courses?
Very inconsistent

Somewhat inconsistent

Neutral

Somewhat consistent

Very consistent

I participated in only one course

18. Are there any gaps or redundancies in the curriculum you would like to

highlight?
[Open text field]

Section G: Overall Satisfaction and Recommendations
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19. Overall, how satisfied are you with the NSOU Leadership Academy Programme?
Very dissatisfied

Dissatistied

Neutral

Satisfied

Very satisfied

20. What aspects of the programme do you consider most valuable?

[Open text field]

21. What improvements would you recommend to better meet the programme’s

objectives?
[Open text field]
Conclusion

Thank you for your time and effort in answering this questionnaire. If you require to

provide any further feedback, please contact me at:
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Appendix B: Practical Exercises Proposal

1. NATO SOF Junior Leaders Course — STEP 1: Tactical (SOTU) level

Core Leadership Purpose:

Build trust, ethical thinking, and Offiser-NCO command team integration under stress.

Learning Objectives:

After completion, the Command Team will be able to:

1. Demonstrate Commander — CSEL decision-making under time pressure.
2. Balance mission success, force protection, and ethics.
3. Leverage NCO “ground truth” to inform Commander’s decisions.

Scenario: Compromised SOF Patrol Extraction

Context: A SOF patrol conducting partner-force advising is compromised during
exfiltration. Intelligence indicates that the enemy is approaching the patrol’s extraction

route. Air assets are delayed due to severe weather conditions.
Command Team’s Dilemma:

- Commander: Decide whether to hold position, break contact, or request support fire.

- CSEL: Assess troop fatigue, morale, and discipline and advise on Unit’s cohesion.
Learning Focus:

- Tactical risk vs force preservation

- Ethical responsibility for personnel vs ethical responsibility for the mission.

2. NATO SOF Mid-Level Leaders Course — STEP 2: Tactical/Operational
(SOTG) level

Core Leadership Purpose:

Synchronise multiple teams while managing uncertainty.

Learning Objectives:

After completion, the Command Team will be able to:
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1. Prioritise competing missions based on operational risk and strategic intent.

2. Intergrade cognitive and information domains effects into operational decisions.
3. Maintain cohesion and authority across multinational and joint environments.
4. Communicate intent clearly downward and laterally under ambiguity.

Scenario: Simultaneous Mission Failure

Context: Two subordinate SOTUs report simultaneously mission degradation. One due to

equipment failure and the other due to host-nation interference.
Command Team’s Dilemma:

- Commander: Prioritise resources, re-task forces, or abort one (or both) mission(s).
- CSEL: Assess leadership strain among subordinate Command Teams and advise on

sustainment risks.

Learning Focus:

Operational prioritisation.

Distributed leadership oversight.

Command Team communication discipline.

3. NATO SOF Senior Leaders Course — STEP 3: Operational (SOCC)

level

Core Leadership Purpose:

Lead through systems, culture, and indirect control.

Learning Objectives:

After completion, the Command Team will be able to:

1. Balance operational tempo with long-term force readiness and sustainability.
2. Identify the correct ethical drift, without degrading operational effectiveness.
3. Adapt operational design to political and strategic shifts.

4. Exercise Institutional leadership beyond direct command authority.

Scenario: Compromised SOF Patrol Extraction
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Context: A host-nation announces a sudden political change restricting NATO SOF force’s

freedom of movement mid-campaign.
Command Team’s Dilemma:

- Commander: Re-design the campaign or recommend strategic disengagement.
- CSEL: Assess second and third-order effects on alliances, trust, and force

legitimacy.

Learning Focus:

Adaptive operational design.

Political-military integrations.

Leadership under strategic uncertainty.

4. NATO SOF Executive Leaders Course — STEP 4: Executive (JSOC-
SOCOM) level

Core Leadership Purpose:

Exercise stewardship of the SOF profession and Alliance cohesion.

Learning Objectives:

After completion, the Command Team will be able to:
1. Align tactical success with strategic and political legitimacy.
2. Make decisions considering Alliance unity, civil-military relations and public trust.

Scenario: Compromised SOF Patrol Extraction

Context: A tactical successful NATO SOF operation causes strategic friction at NAC level,

threatening Alliance’s unity.
Command Team’s Dilemma:

- Commander: Defend the mission’s operational necessity or accept the political
consequences.

- CSEL: Advise on institutional accountability, force identity, and long-term trust.
Learning Focus:

- Strategy vs operations.
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Civil-military balance.

Command Team Decision Making Rubric (for all 4 courses):

| Dimension || Emerging || Proficient || Advanced || Exemplary |
Commander—CSEL || Parallel thinking; | Coordinated but Clear role Seamless mutual
Alignment limited integration role-blurred differentiation reinforcement
. . . Reactive; narrow .Sound but Balanced risk Systems-level
Decision Quality ) incomplete .
framing . assessment judgment
analysis
Ethical Reasoning Impllc!t or Explicit but limited Integrgtgd into || Ethical leadership
reactive decisions shapes outcomes

Communication of

Ambiguous or

Clear downward

Multi-directional

Strategic narrative

Intent inconsistent messaging clarity coherence
Reflection & . Acknowledges . Demonstrates

. Defensive Actively adapts ) -
Adaptation gaps learning agility

Assessment Method: Peer Review and instructor’s feedback.

Author’s Statement:

I hereby expressly declare that, according to the article 8 of Law 1559/1986, this dissertation is solely the
product of my personal work, does not infringe any intellectual property, personality and personal data rights
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of third parties, does not contain works/contributions from third parties for which the permission of the
authors/beneficiaries is required, is not the product of partial or total plagiarism, and that the sources used are
limited to the literature references alone and meet the rules of scientific citations.
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