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Abstract 
The study of successful and charismatic military leaders has resulted in the recognition that successful 
leadership needs a value foundation. For the Czech military educational practice, this requirement 
means to answer the following question: How to approach the education of military leaders in the field 
of professional ethics. Generally, in the Czech educational environment, the topic of ethics education 
is addressed in conjunction with the primary and secondary level of education. In the system of Czech 
tertiary military education, the creation of a model of ethics education and its practical implementation 
is still an open and discussed issue. This article proposes to enrich the discussion on military 
professionals´ ethics education by comparing the approaches in the field of professional ethics 
education in the armed and defence forces of selected democratic states. The basic method for 
acquiring the information has been the content analysis, which has aimed at identifying common signs 
and accents. The results ascertained show the risk of one-sidedness in focusing ethics education on 
merely the functional or merely the aspirational approach and provide the arguments for the choice of 
a mixed approach for creating a model of ethics education. This allows, according to the results 
ascertained, to more accurately reflect the genesis of the moral development of a military professional 
during his/her military career, and to respect the moral autonomy of the individual. The mixed 
approach has also been proposed by the authors of the paper in conclusion of the article to create a 
model of ethics education for the needs of Czech Armed Forces.  

Keywords: ethics education, approaches to ethics education – functional, aspirational and mixed 
approaches, model of ethics education. 

1 INTRODUCTION  
In this article, the authors focus on ethics education in the environment of selected armed forces of the 
countries with unique military traditions. Specifically, these are the United States Armed Forces, the 
United Kingdom Armed Forces, the Canadian Armed Forces, the Armed Forces of Australia, the 
Armed Forces of Norway, the Armed Forces of the Federal Republic of Germany, the Armed Forces of 
France, the Armed Forces of the Netherlands, the Israeli Defense Forces and the Armed Forces of 
Japan. The aim is not to describe the different ethical programs used in these countries, but rather to 
highlight the common features and accents, on which the different approaches in individual countries 
agree despite the differences in military traditions, structure and content of the programs, and despite 
the differences in the perception of the role of military ethics in a given national military environment.  

It is clear that the military forces of all the democratic countries under consideration recognize the 
need to respect high ethical standards and rules for the conduct of armed conflicts in accordance with 
International Humanitarian Law. In their concept, the necessity to educate the military personnel in the 
field of ethics resonates equally strongly. As such, the army is perceived in the context of these 
countries as a tool for the morally justified use of the armed forces to achieve morally legitimate 
objectives such as the protection of national security and human rights [1]. 

Despite this unifying attitude in relation to high moral standards, the actual educational practice in 
each country varies considerably. There are significant differences in who conducts education in the 
field of ethics and how ethics is taught; there are also differences in the content and length of ethical 
programs. As already indicated, the differences between individual programs are not the subject or the 
content of this article. The authors want to assess the emphasis connected with ethics education in 
the individual armed and defence forces on the basis of the attitude to the basic question, the answer 
of which always precedes the creation of programs: Is there a better functional or aspirational 
approach in the pursuit of a consistent approach to ethics education for all ranks of the armed forces? 
The functional approach means to educate the military personnel, who will first and foremost perform 
their duties efficiently and within the bounds of the rules set, including the moral ones. The aspirational 
approach means to lead the military personnel to the ideals of virtues, to shape their character in this 
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spirit, and to proceed from the assumption that the soldiers, in order to achieve morally justified goals, 
which are primarily to protect national security and human rights, need to have the appropriate 
character [2]. 

Three basic approaches can be traced in relation to ethics education in the armed forces of the 
selected states, which correspond to the above mentioned question. The first, so-called functional 
approach emphasizes the morally correct professional behaviour and conduct as a result of ethics 
education, the second, so-called aspirational approach is focused on (moral) improving the character 
of the military personnel. The third, so-called mixed approach is an effort to cope with the tension 
between the functional and aspirational approaches. 

In this context, Patrick Mileham [3] emphasizes that the primary objective of education in the field of 
military ethics is to educate the members of the armed forces who will be able to reject illegitimate or 
apparently immoral orders and, conversely, they will adhere to the rules and regulations governing "ius 
in bello" desired conduct within "operational ethics", that is to say, in conducting military activities in 
the context of an armed conflict and also in the framework of "institutional ethics", i.e. within the normal 
service and organizational aspects of military life. According to Jessica Wolfendale [1], how to 
accurately achieve this goal in the context of the armed forces of countries based on the democratic 
principles is a matter of debate on a particular program or programs, however, there can be no doubt 
that the morally correct conduct of the military personnel must be one of the pivotal objectives of 
military ethics and the most important goal of education in the field of military ethics [1]. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
The approaches to ethics education in selected armed and defence forces have been the authors' 
object of scientific interest. The subject of investigation has been military ethics and ethics education. 
The authors have used basic scientific methods (analysis – synthesis, induction – deduction) and one 
specific method, namely the content analysis of sources containing the knowledge about the approach 
to ethics education in selected foreign armed and defence forces. The individual logical statements 
obtained from these sources have been transformed into factual selection data – identifiable and 
comparable concepts – in this analysis. The authors have assumed that the purpose of investigating 
the sources is to understand the content and to interpret it. Within the content analysis process itself, 
the authors, when selecting the content elements of individual sources, focused on determining their 
importance in relation to the subject of investigation and also on their mutual relationships. The 
purpose of the content analysis performed by the authors was to enable the identification of different 
aspects and properties of the data found.  The final step of the process was to create an image of the 
analyzed sources through converting the identified concepts of individual sources into the descriptive 
text of this article. Conversely, the use of synthesis enabled to perceive specific ways of realization of 
ethics education (aspirational, functional, mixed) as a whole, created on the basis of interconnection 
using the content analysis of acquired individual knowledge about the activities of subjects involved in 
the implementation of ethics education. In this sense, the authors perceive the synthesis as a basic 
prerequisite for achieving the correct conclusions. 

The results obtained using the methods described above are summarized in a descriptive manner in 
the following sections of this chapter: 

In ethics education of the Israeli Defence Forces, the morally correct conduct of the military personnel 
is primarily related to education. Its aim is, for the members of the defence forces, to be guided by the 
principles of military ethics that are essential for the effective operation of military forces, but to avoid 
any attempt to profoundly change their behaviour. Military ethics is interpreted functionally as "the 
concept of morally correct behaviour and conduct of people, members of the armed forces". The 
education in the field of military ethics conceived in this way has led to the establishment of an ethics 
education program, which is incorporated into the special training of primarily officers, but also other 
key military personnel and is conceived as an essential educational component of their professional 
growth. It is a carefully deliberate ethical program including case studies, ethical lectures and 
discussion groups. Officers and key military personnel are encouraged to perceive ethics education as 
an important part of their professional development more than just a mere educational subject, which, 
although interesting, has only a little direct relation to their professional roles and responsibilities. [4].  

In the Dutch Armed Forces, the aspirational approach, strongly influenced by ethical virtue and the 
pursuit of a morally correct intent and a good character, prevails [5]. Peter Olsthoorn criticizes this 
emphasis on developing the right intention and good character. He emphasizes that it is necessary to 
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set a perspective of education and training in the field of military ethics similarly as in the Israeli 
Defense Forces. He argues that most military personnel are too young to be effectively educated 
through the emphasis on virtue ethics and the development of the right intention [5]. According to 
Olsthoorn, the current approach should be replaced by a greater emphasis on adhering to the required 
moral rules, which would mean a much more effective motivation for morally correct action than 
current attempts to cultivate honesty and the existing model of ethics education aimed at achieving the 
highest moral levels according to Kohlberg's stages of moral development. [6].  

There are a number of ethics education programs related to the ethics education of members of the 
armed (defence) forces, which are focused on aspiration, on the (moral) improvement of the character 
of military personnel. The common basic argument for this approach is that it will lead to more reliable 
behaviour. [1] The aim is to cultivate good behaviour through moral cultivation of a good character, 
which is generally considered to be morally desirable in itself. The aim of this approach is to improve 
the character of a military professional to become a good person and not just a well-behaved person – 
a soldier. This approach can be traced, for example, in the ethics education programs of the 
Norwegian Armed Forces. Its authors emphasize the promotion of goodness and the desire to prevent 
evil as a basic motive of teaching ethics in the military [7]. From the viewpoint of this fundamental 
principle, education and training in the field of military ethics should not be a goal in the improvement 
of military efficiency. Ethics education programs should focus on the (moral) improvement of the 
character of the military personnel. The respect, responsibility and courage are fundamental values in 
the Norwegian Armed Forces. 

However, the ethics education programs in most armed forces do not contain a clearly defined primary 
ethical goal [1] and the manner of its implementation. The effort, on the one hand, to lead military 
personnel to behave properly and, at the same time, to make military professionals be more 
sophisticated and morally thinking people of good character can be demonstrated on the example of 
the US Air Force Academy [8]. The system of rigorous discipline through the rewards and penalties in 
the cadets is designed to create "functional" habits of the right and professionally sound behaviour and 
conduct to create a disciplined and reliable officer corps. At the same time, cadets are engaged in 
theoretical ethics and are trained through "aspiration" behaviour models, with which they should 
identify [8]. This combination of strictly enforced rules and regulations with an emphasis on the morally 
correct military behaviour and the simultaneous exposure of students to aspirational patterns and 
academic education in the ethical theory are found in many other ethics education programs, mostly 
associated with military training facilities [1].  

The moral development of military personnel is considered to be one of the main goals of ethics 
education in most of the educational and training facilities of the armed and defence forces under 
consideration. Here, the tension between the aspirational and functional approaches to ethics 
education appears primarily in the manner of defining the goals of ethics education. For example, in 
the US Air Force Academy, these goals are associated with the concepts such as "moral integrity" and 
"moral values" [8]. The students of the Japanese National Defence Academy are educated using a 
system based on building virtues of honour, courage and fitness [9]. The basic objectives of the 
Canadian program of "ethical defence" are to fulfil the respect for the dignity of all persons, to prioritize 
Canada's interests over their own interests (building a warrior ethos) obedience and promoting a legal 
authority [10]. In the Australian Armed Forces, they are linked with the concepts of loyalty, courage, 
innovation and integrity [11], in the British Army with the concepts, such as integrity, loyalty and 
courage [3].  

The exact content of these sets of values and principles varies in individual countries, but it also 
overlaps massively – for example, in terms of loyalty, courage, integrity and trustworthiness. This is 
indicative of the generally accepted and widespread belief that the military personnel should cultivate 
and develop a set of exclusive, moral character traits, virtues (cultivated and habitual inclinations to 
good behaviour). For the sake of this attitude, it can be argued that the cultivation and development of 
selected virtues (in this case, truthfulness, courage, good judgment and self-control) is the most 
appropriate starting point for military ethics teaching in terms of military educational and training 
facilities. Virtue enables the development of the personality of a military professional and, at the same 
time, as ethical competence it also means ethical functionality and efficiency. Through cultivating 
virtues within ethics education, the military personnel can be formed not to obey or give unethical 
orders. Based on this approach, the ethics education of current and future military leaders at all levels, 
based on the cultivation and development of virtues, is the best way to ensure that soldiers act morally 
correctly in conducting military activities [12].  
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The high emphasis laid on morally correct behaviour, which is a common feature of the armed forces 
of democratic countries, leads some authors to believe that the military profession is inherently a 
moral profession that requires a high moral level of character [8]. In the ethics education programs, 
attention is primarily focused on officers or future officers (cadets and students of military schools) who 
are perceived as future educators of their subordinates. This target group receives mostly systematic 
education in the field of ethics education.  

Ethics education of non-commissioned officers (NCOs) and men is usually realized in the form of 
short-term courses or does not exist. For example, in the Norwegian Armed Forces, non-
commissioned officers and men undergo six ethics lessons [7], but this amount of ethics education is 
the exception rather than the rule. Non-commissioned officers in the Armed Forces of Canada 
undergo an introduction to the Ethical Defence Program followed by a two-hour workshop on ethics 
[10]. The common practice is that non-commissioned officers and men undergo an ethical training 
before their deployment, for example, in a foreign mission. The priority given to officers is related to 
the assumption that officers will "pass on" their ethical behaviour to their subordinates, who will be 
encouraged to follow the example set by their officers [1]. If this assumption is to be fulfilled, officers in 
the roles of educators must be ethically "functional and effective"; i.e. to have morally good characters 
and to become "ethical patterns" that can lead and inspire subordinated soldiers. 

3 RESULTS 
In this part, which summarizes the results ascertained by the authors, it is appropriate to return to the 
basic question asked in the introductory part of this paper. Is there a better functional or aspirational 
approach in the pursuit of a consistent approach to ethics education for all ranks of the armed forces?  

3.1 Functional purpose of ethics education 
Accepting a functional concept of ethics education means to decide what ethical assumptions (what 
ethical theories) will be used and how ethics will be taught. Ethics education itself is likely to be 
subordinated to the pursuit to achieve effective exercising of military obligations within the limits of 
adopted moral rules and regulations. Ethics education will be assessed on the basis of the 
effectiveness of its support for a military action. In this context, it should be emphasized that a full-
fledged implementation of a functional concept requires the creation of a program (programs) that will 
arise as a result of a "comparative study of the effectiveness of different ethical theories and 
assumptions" [1] (e.g. virtue ethics, deontological concept, ethics based on rules, remuneration and 
punishment theory, etc.), the study of the effectiveness of different pedagogical methods and 
approaches (e.g. case studies, use of roles, lectures, etc.), their interconnection and subsequent 
assessment of the use of the resulting program (programs) for all categories of members of the armed 
forces. 

In connection with a rigorous application of the functional model, an analysis of other areas of military 
education and training is also necessary since the behaviour of military personnel is influenced not 
only by ethics education, but also by other factors that complete the military environment (emphasis 
on group collaboration and group thinking, the training focused on using violence and its psychological 
consequences, risks of institutional misconduct) [1]. At the same time, the functional approach must 
also address the problem of situational factors that change the existing dispositions to the morally 
correct behaviour (such as the Stanford Prison Experiment). An effective ethical program, specifically 
aimed at promoting good behaviour, should accept the risks of the negative impact of situational 
factors on the behaviour of members of the armed forces [1]. 

Ethical theories and moral education theories are assessed instrumentally in the functional approach. 
Naturally, this is problematic as there is a risk that in such circumstances the military personnel formed 
in this manner will be more likely manipulated than the autonomous moral individuals, whose moral 
autonomy limits the possibilities of their manipulation [1]. 

According to the functional approach, moral intentions, motivation and a proper character are only 
relevant to the military personnel if they are effective in creating the desired behavioural patterns. This 
instrumental view of the character, motive, and intention means that the only criterion for favouring a 
particular kind of motivation or intention is whether it effectively supports the required professional 
forms of behaviour. This "functional" approach to promoting the ethically sound conduct is aimed at 
promoting and strengthening the morally responsible military efficiency (conducting an effective 
military activity within the boundaries of legality) [4]. Thus, from the viewpoint of the approach, the 
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"functional" ethics education is reduced to a tool that can be used to promote behaviour that allows for 
effective military functioning. 

3.2 Aspirational purpose of ethics education 
Accepting an aspirational approach means that the focus of ethics education would be subordinated to 
the concept of the moral development of a good character. This would require performing an analysis 
of the theoretical bases of the moral character development and ethics education, that is, much more 
than just creating a list of the required virtues and values. Other requirements of the aspirational 
concept are creating a sufficient theoretical basis for understanding the moral foundations and the 
nature of a good character, as well as analyzing the impact of assumed situational factors related to 
the military activity affecting the character and (not only behaviour) of the military personnel. Unlike the 
functional approach, the aspirational approach is connected with the attitudes of individual members of 
the armed forces as autonomous moral individualities that are responsible for their actions and 
behaviour, for their rational thinking, moral reflections and moral changes [1]. 

In this context, the members of the armed forces must be perceived as responsible individuals and 
citizens [13]. This means that in the context of the aspirational approach, it is important to ensure that 
military education and training and the level of organizational culture do not weaken or impair the 
ability of moral autonomy [1] [13]. From the viewpoint of the aspirational approach, maintaining the 
ability of moral autonomy is crucial, unlike the functional approach that does not place emphasis on 
the commitment of the moral autonomy to the military personnel. This can be considered to be one of 
the fundamental differences between these approaches. 

The aspirational approach requires more radical changes in the training and education of the military 
personnel than the functional approach. For example, some training methods would have to be 
assessed from this angle. Those methods that increase the military effectiveness and efficiency of the 
military personnel would have to be revised; however, they could ultimately lead to the disruption of 
the moral autonomy of the military personnel. The absolute acceptance of the aspirational approach 
could – at least in theory – imply the need to reduce some aspects of military efficiency and 
effectiveness. 

The aspirational approach requires even more educators capable of developing theoretically-based 
understanding of virtue and the good character among the members of the armed forces, as well as 
teachers and lecturers capable of practical moral education. In order to develop the military personnel 
in the area of moral decision-making and reasoning, it is necessary to change the attitude towards 
ethics education of the military personnel and, in particular, to significantly increase the level of quality 
as well as the quantity of ethics education in the NCOs and men. At the same time, this approach 
requires military personnel to be willing (and able) to be educated [3] [5]. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Based on the comparison of approaches to the issues of ethics and ethics education in selected 
foreign armies, the authors have found out that if the so-called functional approach is preferred in the 
environment of these armed and defence forces, the emphasis is put on the military and educational 
effectiveness of ethics education, which provides more opportunities for creating the behavioural 
models. The risk of this approach is the possibility of suppressing the moral autonomy of the military 
personnel. On the other hand, favouring the so-called aspirational approach emphasizes the moral 
development of the character of a member of the armed forces, which he/she perceives as important 
as his/her military effectiveness, and ethics education in this case focuses on building and developing 
the correct behaviour as a result of his/her own responsibility resulting from his/her own moral 
autonomy. 

In the concept of ethics education of the members of the armed and defence forces of the democratic 
countries under consideration, the purely functional approach to ethics education is mostly considered 
to be insufficient [2] mainly in relation to the fulfilment of the role of a member of the armed forces as a 
versatile expert performing a social role that has a moral dimension. At the same time, the functional 
approach does not fully respect the individual – a member of the armed forces as an autonomous 
moral agent who must live with the consequences of his/her actions. However, the knowledge from 
the selected armed and defence forces confirms that, in order to maintain a model of service in the 
armed forces as an honourable mission and a commitment to ethical restrictions of the use of military 
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capabilities, the aspirational approach requires a significant change in the holistic approach to 
education and training of the military personnel. 

Deciding between these two approaches is related to the armed forces' attitude to the commitment to 
respect the standards of the international law modifying the manner of the conduct of armed conflicts 
and to the requirement for the professional and performance standards of the military personnel. If the 
service in the armed forces is a social mission, a member of these forces must be a qualified 
professional who plays an important and socially necessary role with a moral dimension. This is linked 
to the demands of his/her education and training in terms of his/her military efficiency, but also the 
demands on the moral legitimacy of the methods and means used. 

In this sense, the authors of the paper agree by a majority with the concept of ethics education of the 
members of the armed and defence forces under consideration [2]. According to this concept, a purely 
functional approach to ethics education represents a moral risk and a purely aspirational approach 
requires such significant changes in the approach to education and training of the military personnel 
that it could negatively affect their professional functioning and effectiveness.  

Based on these findings and conclusions, the authors propose to create a mixed model of ethics 
education for the conditions of the Czech Armed Forces (CAF). In order to create the functional part of 
this ethics education model designed for ethics education of the CAF members who are not the 
students of the University of Defence (hereinafter referred to as UoD), the authors propose to use the 
methodology "Distinguishing the methods of moral education" [14]. To create the aspirational part of 
this ethics education model, designed for ethics education of the CAF members who are the students 
of the UoD, the authors propose to use the application of the education project entitled “11 Principles 
of Effective Character Education” [15]. 
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