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This paper analyzes the leadership learning model used by Spanish military 
commanders from the lifelong learning methodology. The lifelong learning 
approach consists of three main perspectives: a personal and professional 
context and how to achieve self-motivation and remain over time; the formal 
and informal learning sources, and how all this occurs throughout the individual 
life. Leadership is a fundamental military trait and should be treated as an ongoing 
process. This study examines how influences the lifelong learning of the Spanish 
military leaders from the Army, Navy, and Air Force in their leadership style. The 
methodology resource used is an online Delphi technique through in-depth 
interviews as well as the Qualitative Data Analysis & Research Software Atlas.it. 
This research shows that from a lifelong learning perspective, military leadership 
is built continuously throughout life and is supported by more informal than 
formal learning systems. The key findings of this research show that the Spanish 
military commanders’ leadership comes from an informal approach based on the 
different opportunities given at the workspace, individual job performance, and 
family support. From the formal system, the career ladder is supported both at the 
military academy and following regular training. The results show that a lifelong 
learning framework prepares Spanish military commanders to manage the highly 
complex environment in which they are involved.
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1. Introduction

Lifelong learning means the way people learn from different angles and time horizons. 
Lifelong learning pays attention to a personal and professional context (Drude et al., 2019) and 
how people could find self-motivation, to the formal and informal learning sources, and to the 
individual’s life cycle.

A leadership approach could be  better understood from a long perspective because 
becoming a leader is not a brief and quick step. Leadership is not an easy comprehensive topic 
because of its tremendous complexity and enough paradoxes (Luedi, 2022). The birth of a leader 
does not take place at a specific time. It is related to so many aspects such as the situation, the 
contingency, the leader’s skills, or the personality of the individual members of the group, etc. 
Thus, various stimuli throughout their lives make leaders may set up their role and their 
behavior. People can be born with some abilities that are very close to the ideal leadership profile. 
Someone have to occupy a leadership role because of their professional activity. Or there are 
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even some activities where becoming a leader is an obligation. In the 
military environment is what happens.

Leadership gets connected with a military environment. The 
Armed Forces use leadership as one of the most important rules to 
comply with their mission. Both terms are inseparable. The military 
environment does not make sense without a comprehensive approach 
to how leadership is managed. The Armed Forces use leadership as 
one of the most important rules for the mission to accomplish. The 
Armed Forces get based on organizations, roles, cultures, and people 
(Wong et al., 2003). The military field requires knowledge in very 
diverse scopes, given the complexity of combat and the cultural, 
sociological, and psychological factors that are part of today’s society 
(Scales, 2009; Laurence, 2011). The complexity of the environment 
exemplifies the need to interpret the leader construction process 
(Avolio et  al., 2000) and the constant uncertainty in which it 
is involved.

This research got based on both lifelong learning as building 
military leadership and how could affect each other. People are 
continually learning, and it is increasingly necessary. Lifelong learning 
affects individual performance and content updates in the military 
environment. The leader is responsible for permanent learning both 
with himself or herself and the people around them. The effectiveness 
and willingness of the leader to train throughout life are related to the 
change in the organization (Caves, 2018). While the leader is formed 
throughout life and grows, the organization and its employees will 
also benefit.

Leadership produces an intensive narrative. The study’s approach 
to leadership makes Gardner et al. (2020) specify that in terms of their 
research, there has been no previous era with such a diverse, 
multidisciplinary body of knowledge on the subject or with such a 
broad focus. Other researchers, Aguilar-Bustamante and Correa-
Chica (2017), show that the study of the concept shows certain 
elements that distinguish leaders and point out factors that define 
their style. There have also been approaches to develop models and 
theories that define both the concept of leadership and that of the 
leader, characterize it, and measure its performance (Blake and 
Mouton, 1982; Yammarino et  al., 1993; Fiedler, 1996). However, 
leadership implementation in a dynamic environment makes it 
essential to incorporate context into the analysis (Avolio and Gardner, 
2005). Military leaders have the chance to apply leadership skills 
throughout their careers in the diverse scenarios they live.

The leader-making process has a long journey according to the 
number of years from a military beginner joining the Military 
Academia to retirement age. Lifelong learning means that some skills 
model their growth and development through the individual’s life 
cycle. From the time a beginner joins the military academy until 
retirement happens, the military leadership learning model has a long 
journey. In each stage, they will make decisions of various kinds. 
Shamir and Ben-Ari (2000) warn of the similarity of the skills required 
for military commanders and for corporate managers, such as the 
ability to negotiate, persuade or work as a team. Once the young 
officers come out of the military academy should apply their 
knowledge to reality, while the college students’ demands take a more 
leisurely pace.

This research aims to analyze the learning process of a military 
leader. This research aims to analyze the learning process of a military 
leader from the lifelong learning perspective. Research on military 
leadership focuses on the results of performance evaluation as a leader 

(Cortina et al., 2004); leadership styles (Avolio and Gardner, 2005); 
situational factors (Campbell et al., 2010; Yammarino et al., 2010); 
behavior, skills, and attributes of the military leader (Horey et al., 
2004, 2007); in the description of the qualities and character of the 
leader (Tritten and Keithly, 1995; Murray et al., 2019); among others. 
Nevertheless, they are not able to show a comprehensive approach and 
a time horizon as lifelong learning allows.

This research is innovative because it focuses on people of high 
rank and high skills and long experience as leaders and is part of an 
organization with many years of experience such as the Spanish 
Armed Forces. The lifelong learning approach allows a comprehensive 
approach to how the leadership role has been forged among senior 
officers of the Spanish armed forces. This research aims to specify the 
main features of the leadership learning model of Spanish military 
commanders from the lifelong learning methodology.

The main contribution of this research focuses on describing how 
military leadership is built throughout life from a lifelong learning 
perspective. The leadership path in the military is as specific as old, 
and their proper traits are not no common in other 
professional activities.

This paper situates the analysis into a distinct framework widely 
used for learning sources in educational and business organizations, 
the lifelong learning framework, and with its methodological design 
tries to explore the origin or sources that contribute to the 
configuration of the military leader from the experiences of the 
leaders themselves.

The article is organized as follows: in the next section, the state of 
the art on how a military leader gets built is concisely described, then 
subsequent parts depict the methodology and data. The last sections 
present the results of the analysis, the main findings, conclusions, and 
directions for further research.

2. Literature review

Lifelong Learning (Field, 2000) is fundamental in leadership 
make. Those leaders who share their knowledge and experience with 
others are more likely to inspire growth and stimulate the emergence 
of more leaders within the group, which in turn is beneficial for the 
organization as a group. Companies need to take care of their values 
and habits to maintain this collaborative atmosphere.

Leaders should take responsibility for lifelong learning in two 
ways: with themselves and the people they lead. Workers thrive 
because they receive the support of their superiors and peers, which 
is essential for professional growth. The main goal in lifelong learning 
is continuous improvement, avoiding obsolescence in knowledge and 
loss of competitiveness. That is why workplaces present unique 
learning opportunities (Billett, 2020). The workplace environment 
should implement a long-term perspective. The high rotation and the 
lack of commitment prevent this orientation. By contrast, shared 
values, a collaborative attitude, and a strong culture help people to 
build a friendly working environment, both professional 
and personal.

Formal learning means a process followed by a person in an 
institutionalized, sequential, and standardized way with a determined 
duration and clear intentionality (Belando, 2017). Formal learning has 
to adapt continuously their contents and their methodologies. In the 
military field, this refers to learning in the military academies and on 
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the various regulated courses, which constitute the basis of 
future leaders.

On the contrary, informal learning gets acquired in daily work, 
family, or leisure activities. Cross (2006) argues that informal learning 
accounts for between 60 and 80% of the learning process that happens 
in the workplace as long as the opportunities are offered by this type 
of space.

Formal and informal learning activities have used depending on 
the user’s age (Febrinanto et al., 2023). MOOC (Bordoloi et al., 2020) 
could provide knowledge to several people without discrimination.

Both systems, formal and non-formal, could participate in 
achieving the organization’s strategic goals and describe the new 
abilities and knowledge needed to increase professional development 
and career success (Drewery et al., 2020).

The workplace environment allows us to see an intersection 
between the person (everything that surrounds them in their personal 
life) and the organization (professional life). The concept of agency 
(Emirbayer and Mische, 1998) or agency in life course transitions 
(Evans, 2007) or in professional life (Eteläpelto et  al., 2014) 
encompasses everything that surrounds the person and the 
organization. It has an innovative character at an individual, 
interpersonal, and collective level (Høyrup et al., 2012). Hefler (2019) 
introduces a reference framework (Figure 1) with a lifelong learning 
approach that enhances peoples belonging and becoming sense. It’s 
referred to someone who will keep relationships with him or herself, 
other people, groups, and institutions, and with all aspects of the 
outside world that have importance in his or her life (Levinson, 1980).

Learning goes beyond the assimilation of new knowledge or the 
acquisition of new skills (Nylander and Fejes, 2023). It is participation 
in the work process and in the social fabric of the workplace that 
contributes to the establishment of a feeling of belonging and 
identification as a member of an organization -socialization- and as a 
way of becoming -transformation- a leader (Biesta et al., 2011), related 
to institutionalized role models. Leaders should demonstrate their 
value added to transform organizations and how to face current and 
future challenges.

The framework for studying and explaining workplace learning 
gets based on insights from workplace learning, the sociology of work, 
organizational institutionalism, and the bounded agency framework 
(Evans, 2007) of individual career choices throughout life.

The organizational agency gets referred to everything that 
organizations entail in their broadest sense. Organizations are systems 

designed on purpose to achieve a common goal. Military organizations 
have, like other companies, their characteristics. The military should 
know the organization and all the frameworks to adapt to its 
requirements and should be able to grow professionally in it. That 
requires continuous learning. Informal learning in the workplace 
(Donato et  al., 2017; Dyson, 2020), organizational structures and 
systems (Pires et al., 2021), or organizational learning itself (Dyson, 
2019) are factors that influence organizational learning itself. The 
organization itself is an environment that will limit and enable the 
professional progression of officers. They will have to pay attention to 
the social relationships within the company itself, to the learning of 
group work (Goodwin et al., 2018), and especially the stratified social 
environment (chain of command) that permeates the organizational 
field and the individual living spaces and its structuring.

The learning opportunities that arise from coworkers (Stothard, 
Stothard and Drobnjak, 2021) play a determining role, allowing or 
limiting learning and future professional development and influencing 
the degree of commitment to the company (Wingerden and Poell, 
2017; Liu et al., 2021). The 70-20-10 model (Johnson et al., 2018) holds 
that 70 percent of a person’s learning comes from workplace 
experiences, 20% from feedback, and 10% from the training process. 
That is, 90% of informal learning compared to 10% of formal learning. 
This means that the organization’s promotion systems should correctly 
understand where the learning systems come from to integrate them 
into efficiently.

The agency in workplace learning will depend on the opportunities 
offered by the company to the individual (Marble et al., 2020) and on 
the skills and attitudes (Atuel and Castro, 2018) that the person 
demonstrates on the job. There are company demands such as 
missions abroad, residence changes, change of friends, dangerousness, 
workplace tensions with colleagues, etc. Personal needs could be from 
the birth of a child or death of a loved one, prolonged absences due to 
missions abroad, and couple tensions to the lack of support at home. 
In many cases, both could cause conflict (Nayak and Pandey, 2021). 
Companies have to manage their work-life balance policies adequately 
and avoid inefficiencies and inequalities.

At the intersection between the organization and the individual, 
learning is concentrated in the workplace and on the job. The job 
position could get understood as a stable set of tasks assigned or 
adopted to a holder of a job located in the social fabric of an 
organization. It focuses on learning in the initial phases of work 
commitments, continuous learning in daily work, learning from 
non-routine activities (Koike and Inoki, 1990), learning from various 
approaches applied to support workplace learning and non-formal 
course learning related to current work, among others (Hefler, 2019). 
Moreover, it comprises in-group learning or in multifunctional teams 
(Dyson, 2020), learning from coworkers themselves (Goodwin et al., 
2018) or in the relationship with superiors, as well as from unforeseen 
events (Hyllengren, 2017) or in problem-solving (Marcus, 2019).

Hefler (2019) includes individual subjectivity in the individual 
learning agency. It refers to the individual identity within the 
organization and the daily experience in the workplace. Learning 
ambition, training attendance, or professional decisions also play a 
role. In addition, work at home, civic commitments, free time 
activities, or their relationship with family (Vest et  al., 2017) and 
friends (Warner et al., 2008) get included.

The military leader develops through a continuous, career-wide 
process that aims to increase knowledge, skills, and abilities through 

FIGURE 1

Workplace learning as a negotiated outcome between organizational 
and individual agency mediated by the workplace. Taken from the 
intersection of individual and organizational bounded agency in 
workplace learning – a comparative approach – chapter in the 
forthcoming D5.1 report on the ENLIVEN project (p. 23) by Hefler 
(2019), Vienna.
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operational task experience, formal education and training, and self-
development (Wong et al., 2003). Additionally, the competencies of 
these leaders get optimally developed through various responsibilities 
in multiple hierarchies (Deny, 2021), which facilitates continuous 
learning subject to different stimuli.

Personality traits, attitude to circumstances, or predisposition sow 
the leader’s ground. In the military field, strength of character gets 
correlated with good leadership (Georgoulas-Sherry, 2021). 
Nevertheless, military leaders express certain peculiarities. Thus, 
Armada (2008) has developed its leadership model based on a peculiar 
and challenging environment with a level of risk, prolonged absences 
from the family environment, and a continuous coexistence between 
the staff in small and limited places and spaces. In the military field, 
the occupation of a job automatically implies authority over a group 
of people.

Authority gets identified in the uniform (Wong et al., 2003). A 
promotion gets obtained as a result of overcoming training or 
promotion processes. In the civil environment, a young college 
graduate does not automatically have any formal authority unless his 
job position allows it. Fallesen et al. (2011) appreciate that, commonly, 
leadership describes three assumptions: the individual, which points 
to the person who is the leader; the capacities, focused on the 
competencies necessary to perform the role and, finally, the process, 
the practice of a set of behaviors to direct others. The leader and the 
organization impact each other because leadership determines the 
success or failure of an organization (Robinson, 2021), each 
organization defines its different levels of decision-making, and each 
leader knows their limits. The leader should take advantage of the 
learning process and grow personally and professionally, which reverts 
to organizational progress (Örtenblad, 2019).

The organization gets support with limits on behaviors that are far 
from the norm (Ledberg et  al., 2021) and enriches its cultural 
framework with procedures, experiences, traditions, and behavior 
patterns that, in turn, impact prevailing leadership models (Shamir 
et al., 2000). The leadership models also bring together the specific 
characteristics of the environment: a) specific demands in the naval 
field or b) the development of leadership skills in an environment 
suitable for it (Kumar and Jain, 2021). Without coupling to the 
environment, insertion is not possible.

Challenges happening in societies have strengthened the working-
life balance. Diverses measures have emerged to support the military 
displaced from home, such as constant means of communication, help 
for the family through veterans’ associations, and aid for more effective 
reincorporation upon return, among others (Ben-Ari and Kawano, 
2020). Even the alleged inbreeding is gradually decreasing (Martínez, 
2004; Escarda, 2012). The family plays a role in their career 
development (Ministry of Defense, 2021).

The mission constitutes a source of leadership application. The 
success of mission command (MC) will depend on being integrated 
into organizational culture and not simply being a method of 
command (Nilsson, 2021) since it provokes independent decision-
making more quickly in environments with a lack of information 
(Krabberød, 2014). Each soldier is responsible for the fulfillment of 
the entrusted mission.

The example of others inspires leadership to apply (Shamir et al., 
2000; Montaño et al., 2005; Bunin et al., 2021). Military leaders learn 
from their commanders in terms of operational skills as behaviors are 
applied to their teamwork. These attitudes get supported by ethical 

and moral rules. Besides, have to respond to society’s requests and lead 
the military leader’s performance (Moliner, 2020; Gomes and Lopes 
de Barros, 2021; Trehan and Soni, 2021). Armed Forces develop their 
own talent management system to promote people and describe their 
career ladder.

Their own experiences provide support for the leader (Haidar, 
2021). The application to the daily life of the training received, the 
sensations that learning leaves them, and the decisions made are part 
of the continuous feedback they receive. In addition, the experience 
feeds on feedback from evaluation systems. Precise feedback 
guarantees the development of leaders (Meumann and O’Neil, 2020) 
and supports promotion systems. Feedback takes part of the lifelong 
learning process as a leader took to develop performance followers 
(Crans et  al., 2022) and impact the continuous improvement of 
individual performance.

3. Methodology

This research, like many in the last 5 years, has been impacted by 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Although it seems strange to point it out in 
the methodology section, it is relevant to understand the 
circumstances in which the results were obtained. Initially, this 
research was designed to propose a series of in-depth interviews on 
the topic of leadership in military leaders. The research team decided 
to conduct in-depth interviews because of the wealth of data obtained 
and the experience of the colonels interviewed. During the year 2020, 
and given the impossibility of conducting personal interviews with 
military leaders, the research team decided to rethink the instruments 
and derive the strategy towards a Delphi method “adapted to the 
circumstances” in which the research had to be launched (Dalkey and 
Helmer, 1962). There was the voluntary participation of 42 military 
leaders, considered experts. It was a unique opportunity to raise a 
specific issue, using questionnaires sent individually repeatedly, using 
the QUALTRICS platform for the automatic sending and registration 
of data, and whose results are returned in the form of feedback 
creating an opinion of the group. Although the objective of this 
research was not the search for consensus on the issue of military 
leadership, the truth is that the Delphi method allows participants to 
have knowledge and experience on the subject, and anonymity in the 
answers prevents people from influencing others’ opinions. As some 
authors point out (Martínez-García et al., 2019), the use of the mixed 
methodology with qualitative and quantitative procedures enables a 
process of data analysis. In this research, we opted for the exploitation 
of open questions and we analyze those nuances that emerge from 
participants’ testimonies.

Both for the design procedure of the questions to be included in 
the questionnaire and for the content analysis of the results of the open 
questions, this research was based on a framework generated ex 
profeso (Figure 2) in which the approach of lifelong learning, with a 
special interest in informal learning in the workplace (Cross, 2006; 
Dyson, 2019) together with 4 specific aspects of the military profession 
obtained from the work of la Armada (2008) and which are specified 
in the following graph.

This approach led to the specification of these elements in 
questions launched in an online questionnaire divided into two phases 
for which the QUALTRICS platform was used during the months of 
October and November 2020.
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For the research approach, the Delphi panel technique was 
proposed, asking the group of experts their opinion on the process of 
learning leadership. In this regard, the collaboration of 42 expert 
colonels in the field was requested.

The experts’ assessments were carried out in two successive 
rounds with their respective feedback: the first round in October 
(2020), and the second round in November (2020). Consensus was 
sought while allowing maximum autonomy and confidentiality to the 
participants. In the first Delphi round, colonels were asked about 
learning leadership in the military context, key leader competencies 
and team management. A total of 29 questions were asked including 
multiple choice, rating scale, Likert scale, ranking, dichotomous and 
open-ended questions. The average response time was 25.4 min. In the 
second Delphi round (39 questions), taking into account the results 
obtained in the first round, the experts were also asked to make an 
assessment of the results of the previous round and to identify the 
factors that shape leaders for future challenges. The average response 
time was 18.7 min.

The open questions to be answered were about: the experiences 
and professional career events that marked them as leaders; family and 
personal experiences outside the workplace that have contributed to 
them becoming leaders; the role of the military academy, its superiors, 
its team, the missions, as well as the resources and barriers for the 
formation of the military leader. All the information was collected in 
writing, with no need for transcription.

3.1. Participants

The invited sample was the 95 colonels participating in the 
promotion course to become a General, of which 42 of them agreed 
to participate, which is the sample participating in the study. The 
participating were 42 experts. All of them are colonels with more than 
30 years of experience leading teams. Their average age is 53.9 years. 
At the time of the research, there were 1,050 colonels in Spain. Only 
95 colonels, belonging to the Army, Navy and Air Forces, were taking 
the General promotion course. These are the elite and 42% of the 
military personnel selected for the general promotion course are 
participants in this study.

A loss of subjects was expected throughout the two phases. 
However, given the high level of participation, it was decided not to 
replace this loss. The informants were selected following the criteria 
of: being military leaders who occupied, at the time of research, either 
the position of colonel, or that of ship captain, which in the Armed 
Forces represents the highest rank; have a long track record in team 
leadership, missions, etc.; and represent all 3 branches: Army, Navy, 
and Air Forces (Table 1).

It should be noted that there was one woman participating among 
sampled experts. However, to preserve anonymity and confidentiality, 
no segmentation was carried out in this regard. It was decided to carry 
out the analyzes based on the three branches under analysis.

3.2. Analysis procedure

The questionnaire created for the first phase had open questions 
that do not condition the direction of the answers and favor the 
generation of testimonies that are the object of deeper analysis due to 
the nuances that are expressed. In a second phase, a summary of the 
main results was provided and that the participants had to comment. 
Together with these results, other questions with a higher level of 
precision were sent to them.

To analyze the testimonies provided in the open questions, two 
coding cycles were established. A hybrid method of thematic analysis 
of the data was used, using both inductive and deductive reasoning 
(Fereday and Muir-Cochrane, 2006). A first cycle was set with a 
deductive nature for which the following codebook was generated in 

FIGURE 2

Main elements for result design and analysis. Own elaboration, adapted from Hefler (2019) and Armada (2008).

TABLE 1 Distribution of those interviewed according to military 
branches.

Branches Total Mean age

Navy 12 53.92

Armed Forces (Land) 15 54.47

Air Force 14 53.21

Common Corps 1 56.00

This table shows the number of interviews carried out, sample distribution according to each 
Army branch, and participants’ average age.
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TABLE 4 Rationale for the subcategories responsible for the weight of 
informal learning in the workplace.

Subcategories Frequency %

Learning as part of a team/teamwork 37 21.39

Learning from own experience/in the work process 27 15.61

Learning from peers 27 15.61

Learning from responses to unforeseen events 23 13.29

Learning by solving problems 21 12.14

Learn from negative experiences 12 6.94

Motivation/Open to learning 8 4.62

Learning from cross-border cooperation 8 4.62

Support for learning by the organization 5 2.89

Informal learning assessment 3 1.74

Work-based learning pedagogy 2 1.16

TOTAL 100.00

Frequency of subcategories corresponding to informal learning in the workplace, ordered 
according to weight and the percentage they represent.

two clear dimensions of the framework of lifelong learning: 
organizational and individual level (see Table 2). We proceeded to 
develop an initial codebook for the data analysis, based on the research 
objectives. We then refined the codebook based on issues that arose 
during the analysis. The third author developed the initial codebook 
and shared it with the rest of the authors. The codebook was discussed, 
refined, and imported into the qualitative data analysis software 
ATLAS.ti. The codebook was tested by coding the transcripts of the 
first four interviews by three authors independently. Their coding was 
virtually similar, so the codebook was not modified. Following the 
theoretical approach presented previously, the initial categories were 
developed for both levels. In a second coding cycle, the categories 
related to the elements that are specific to the military leader and 
described by La Armada (2008) emerged. In this phase of analysis, the 
qualitative analysis software ATLAS.ti was used.

3.3. Ethical considerations

At all times, the confidentiality and treatment of the data of the 
study participants was guaranteed, using anonymization both in the 
responses and in subject participating. The University of Deusto 
Research Ethics Committee qualifies the project as FAVOURABLE (9 
May 2020) and states that the project is appropriate (ETK-32/19-20) 
from an ethical point of view.

4. Results

The presentation of the results will be divided into two parts, 
which corresponds to the proposed framework. A first part will 
expose the results on the learning of military leaders based on the 
organization in which they develop their profession, and a second part 
with the results linked to the individual sphere that are related to the 
construction of that leadership.

From the first exploration of the data, it is clear that military 
leaders learn and are made in the organization. The foundation 
obtained in the following initial categories raised thus attest to this. 
Table 3 presents the categories according to the organizational and the 
individual level, ordered by their weight with respect to the total 
number of categories used.

All three branches have similar behavior. In this sense, the military 
leader relies on informal learning in the workplace (148 citations), 
which is a characteristic element of the Armed Forces that has been 
registered in the category “Work organization and workplace” (126 
citations). The peculiarity of the “job ladders,” together with the 
“formal career pathways,” is that they contribute to making leaders to 
the extent that they must assume leadership functions as they go 
through the chain of command.

Regarding informal learning in the workplace (Table 4), there is a 
strong representation of learning as part of a team or from a team (37 
citations). Without a doubt, they learn to be  leaders while being 
leaders, that is, in the process of performing their jobs (27 citations), 
but this leadership requires a team from which to learn and with 
whom to learn to be a leader.

In this team, the relationship between superior and employee 
takes on a relevant importance. The military leaders interviewed 
recognize in the superior-employee relationship one of the most 

TABLE 2 Initial codebook categories.

Organizational level Individual level

Informal learning in the workplace Educational level

Work systems & organizational structures Career pathway

Work organization and workplace (job 

design)

Current workplace

Organization Professional development

Organization activities Home/family/relationships

Organizational levels Voluntary work/civic engagement

Organizational field Life structure general

Innovation activities Anchors identity

Challenges for the organization

Organizational climate for learning

Social conflict

This table shows the initial categories of the codebook used for response categorization.

TABLE 3 Foundation of the initial categories.

Organizational level Individual level

Informal learning in the workplace 148 Anchors identity 68

Work organization and workplace 

(job design)

126 Educational pathways 49

Organizational field 51 Life structure general 34

Organization/business activities 21 Home/family/relationships 26

Organization further education 8 Professional development 22

Social conflict 3

Work system & organizational 

structure

2

Organizational climate for learning 2

Innovation activities 1

TOTAL 365 133

Initial categories ordered according to the weight they have acquired in the analysis carried 
out during the first coding cycle.
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important sources of learning, especially their colleagues who have 
served with their example. It is at this point, where the making of the 
leader is linked to the individual sphere since, when it comes to 
understanding role models, father figures -occasionally military men 
themselves and otherwise embodiments of relevant values- strongly 
come up (See Figure 3).

Regarding relevant figures, there are also mentions of certain 
teachers at the Military Academy who, over time, have become 
important role models or references.

On the other hand, the main source of learning is problem solving 
and, above all, responding to unexpected events (23 quotes) or, to 
capitalize, answering in the face of unexpected difficulties that come 
up in missions.

These data break with the image of a leader with qualities that are 
innate or leaders with specific personality types. The military leader is 
a leader made in the process of work, of the mission. When trying to 
graphically represent the learning or construction model of military 
leadership, together with the initial categories related to the 
organization (blue color) and those related to the individual sphere 
(orange color), three important elements emerged in the second 
coding cycle, some of which we  have already mentioned above: 
superiors as role models; the father figure who embodies a series of 
values   related to military values; the role played by missions as the 
space where the leader is built based on decision-making in the face 
of unexpected events, as part of a team; and the role played by the 
Military Academy as a starting point for the construction of the 
military leader.

In this model, which describes the making of a leader considering 
the organization’s resources, colleagues, the Military Academy, and the 
very structure or idiosyncrasy of the organization, two elements 

related to the individual sphere also come up: 1. The importance 
assigned to acquiring experience throughout the process 2. The 
importance of being subjected to persistent challenges forces the 
leader to constantly learn.

In a second moment, the results are presented on the exploration 
of the proposed categories (Table 5) with the aim of discovering which 
elements of the individual sphere are present in the learning and 
construction of a military leader. Based on the foundation of the 
citations to the initial categories raised, the anchors of identity (65 
citations) together with professional development (46 citations) are 
the two axes on which the leader is based.

The identity anchors are configured in turn by two subcategories: 
the relevance of the family (28 citations), and the family of origin (22 
citations). The significance of the family appears strongly, with 
constant references to the values of the family of origin. As well as the 
role played by partners as facilitators of the reconciliation military 
leaders, have to do of their profession and their familial responsibilities.

Regarding the individual sphere, “professional development” also 
has an important weight, which is linked to “self-confidence” as one 
of the catalysts for the development of the military leader. In this self-
confidence, both the personal and individual characteristics of the 
leader are grouped, as well as the values that move this military leader. 
Along with “self-confidence,” there are links with the superiors-
employees relationship and the role of the Military Academy, so it is 
understood that the leader needs to reach a certain level of self-
confidence, as well as the example of his superiors, and the knowledge 
and values that are transmitted in the Military Academy.

Figure  4 represents the making of a military leader with the 
elements mentioned in the individual sphere (in orange) and those 
that are linked to the organizational sphere (in blue) and elements that 

FIGURE 3

Graphic representation of the military leader-learning model. Representation of the initial categories linked to learning at the organizational level and at 
the individual level and specific categories related to the specificity of military leadership.
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have emerged in the second coding cycle, which are represented in 
green. One of the emerging elements constituting self-confidence is 
worth underscoring: the term vocation. In this sense, the interviewed 
leaders recognize vocational aspects of public service in 
their profession.

5. Discussion

The results of the research show that Armed Forces military 
leaders support their learning in informal learning in the workplace 
due to the opportunities offered in that space (Cross, 2006), according 
to the 70-20-10 model (Johnson et al., 2018); and, through their job 
performance, that means, work experience (Deny, 2021). The 
experiences lived as leaders serve as raw material to be used (Haidar, 
2021) in the continuous decision-making process in which they 
are involved.

Spanish Armed Forces military leaders find informal learning 
in the workplace is eased by three variables. First of all, as a 
consequence of being part of a group. Each team member is proud 

to belong to it. In this case, the Navy stands out compared to the 
Land or Air Force due to the specific characteristics of the naval 
environment. In the second term, leaders learn how to lead 
through learning by doing. Third, learning from their peers 
generates new knowledge and encourages commitment to the 
organization and the group (Wingerden and Poell, 2017), a vital 
addition to cohesion.

Regarding the learning on the job performance, Armed Forces 
leaders highlight the superior/subordinate relationship. The behavior 
of others is an inspiration for the exercise of leadership (Shamir et al., 
2000), even if an inferior rank. Teamwork is key to military 
organizations’ identity. Stages in the professional career enable the 
leader to consolidate the past to face the future (Wong et al., 2003). 
The responsibilities assumed in the previous steps (Deny, 2021) allow 
them to achieve the highest competence degree. Effectively leadership 
advantages from a suitable environment (Kumar and Jain, 2021) with 
a leadership adaptative to possible changes (Nazri and Rudi, 2019) and 
fit with the feedback they obtained.

In the military leader’s formal learning, the Military academy 
influence emerges. Leadership starts in the first training stages and 
continues throughout their career (Gomes and Lopes de Barros, 2021; 
Marshall, 2021; Trehan and Soni, 2021; Werber, 2021). Their teachers 
inspire them in a stage where character and certain behavioral traits 
get forged. Both will probably will remain unchanged throughout 
their career.

Mission fulfillment supposes practice leadership. The success of 
the mission command (Nilsson, 2021) has to do with the required 
leadership. It implies assuming different responsibilities in multiple 
hierarchies (Deny, 2021), facilitating lifelong learning.

Research has revealed the importance of the mission in military 
learning and career growth. The informal learning process happens in 
the mission day-to-day with the team members, in the process of 
mission execution, and from the colleagues themselves, as well as from 
adapting to changes (Nazri and Rudi, 2019). It also responds to 

TABLE 5 Foundation of the initial categories of the individual sphere.

Subcategories Frequency %

Anchors of identity 65 33.33

Professional development 46 23.59

General life structure 32 16.41

Educational pathway 26 13.33

Home relationships and family 24 12.31

Career pathway 2 1.03

TOTAL 195

Frequency of initial categories corresponding to the individual level ordered according to the 
weight and percentage they represent.

FIGURE 4

Graphic representation of the military leader construction model according to the codes of the individual sphere. Representation of the initial 
categories linked to learning at the individual level and categories related to the specificity of military leadership.
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unexpected events that constitute key elements in the construction of 
leadership linked to the mission.

The mission command allows valuing the leader’s skills. It is the 
way to demonstrate worth and achieve professional merits and 
recognition from others. Leaders get forged at Miltary Academy and 
home supported by family and friends (Skomorovsky et al., 2019). 
Nevertheless, leaders develop in the missions carried out throughout 
their professional life. It is there where opportunities for growth as a 
leader will arise, with the rest of the group (Wingerden and Poell, 
2017), solving and responding to upcoming challenges and difficulties.

Military leaders lead by doing (Gomes and Lopes de Barros, 2021; 
Werber, 2021). They perform leadership aimed at successfully fulfilling 
the entrusted missions. There is no other way to be a leader than to 
exercise leadership. The mission command constitutes the opportunity 
for personal and professional growth.

This research confirms that a familiar environment anchors 
leaders’ identity (Ministry of Defense, 2021). Family serves as a 
fundamental support for career military development. Organizations 
should integrate work-life balance (Nayak and Pandey, 2021) to avoid 
disagreements and disappointment.

The results of this research are aligned with previous research 
where the importance of experience in the development of a leader 
throughout life is analyzed (Grunberg et al., 2019; Kolenda, 2021; 
Vogel et al., 2021).

6. Conclusion

The Armed Forces educate and train their leaders constantly and 
periodically. Resources are allocated annually for this purpose. People 
who choose this profession have to be  assessed regarding their 
cognitive and physical ability, their aptitudes, personality, and 
knowledge of various subjects to start a military career. After 
completing the training period in the military academies and fulfilling 
the requirements, either as officers or as non-commissioned officers, 
they will exercise leadership with their teams. Their performance will 
take place in complex and uncertain environments.

This article has analyzed the making of the military leader. The 
approach has been oriented to scrutinize the learning process of 
military leaders, from the perspective of the factors and stages that 
make up the modeling of said leader. It entails a lifelong 
learning process.

Leadership supposes a habitual and automatic task in the daily 
work of military leaders. The collective and individual spheres, 
informal and formal learning, the specific type of work, the influence 
of continuous training or the influence of their closest environment 
have an impact on their performance as leaders.

Military leaders exercise their role and get feedback mainly from 
informal learning. This learning comes both from the opportunities 
offered by their work space and from the exercise of their functions, 
or “on-the-job experience.”

The workspace assigns them membership in a group, making it 
easier for them to assimilate the leadership models they find useful. 
They take their own bosses as examples and take the opportunity to 
add the optimal behaviors of colleagues and subordinates to their 
wealth of skills. To their leadership reference models of leadership, 
they will add the imprint left by professors from the Academies where 
they have been trained, and depending on the case, by their own father 

figures. The work process provides them with the experiences of the 
lived experiences and the overcoming of the challenges that the 
missions force them to fulfill. The fulfillment of the mission is the 
raison-d’être of the military leader. The frame of reference guides their 
behavior and the decisions they make. The military leader conforms 
and is made in the mission, in performance with the team, and in the 
assiduous application of the leadership role.

Formal learning is provided by the training and education that 
he  receives at the Academy and the teachings drawn from the 
successive job ladder, a known itinerary that generates the necessary 
skills and knowledge to apply in the next phase.

The collective and social sphere of the military leader’s 
development is strengthened by the network of protection and support 
provided by family, relatives, and friends. Partners keep the structure 
at home. Military leaders, when exercising their mission are physically 
away from their closest environment, and find vital support in 
their family.

The contribution of this research focuses on analyzing military 
leadership as a process per se, beyond personality characteristics, 
relationships with subordinates, task orientation or other common 
approaches to date. Military leadership is complex, complex due to the 
environment in which it is practiced and due to the multiple factors 
that affect it.

The limitations of the research come, fundamentally, from two 
different origins. First, due to the bias of the leaders who have 
participated, which comes from all leaders exercising tactical 
leadership and no presence of leaders at the operational and strategic 
levels. Second, there is a gender limitation due to the scarce presence 
of women. It would be explained by the fact that the incorporation of 
women into military organizations is recent. The number of women 
that have been incorporated is still scarce and, therefore, they are still 
to reach tactical ranks.

As implications for future research, we  can indicate the 
convenience of deepening the preparation of lifelong learning 
opportunities to be able to accelerate the path that the military takes 
from tactical to strategic leadership, passing through operational. 
These opportunities can speed up or slow down the process in a 
clear way.
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