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Ethical choices may not always be obvious decisions between 
right and wrong. 

—Army Doctrine Publication 6-22,  
Army Leadership and the Profession

Who thinks about making decisions? Most 
people don’t, they just make them. Often, 
the moral ramifications of daily decisions 

are trivial. (Should I wear a red or a green shirt today?) 
Or frequently, the answer to a decision is so morally 
obvious that decision-making occurs without a second 
thought. (Should I steal my neighbor’s car or drive my 
own car to work?) However, not thinking about deci-
sion-making works until it doesn’t. That is, it may work 
in daily self-evident decisions that Army professionals 
are generally engaged in, but there are times when these 
same professionals must stop and think through the 
ramification of their decision. There are times when the 
right decision is not evident. These are decisions that 
often pit competing values against each other and can 
include moral ambiguity.1 This article proposes an updat-
ed Army decision-making model that combines both 
current doctrine as well as past insights to help the Army 
professional make the right decision (see figure 1). 

Why an Ethical Decision-Making 
Model?

Why does the Amy professional need an ethical 
decision-making model? The simple answer to this 
question is rooted in the concept of the Army pro-
fession. The Army defines the profession as “a trusted 
vocation of Soldiers and Army civilians whose collec-
tive expertise is the ethical design, generation, support, 
and application of land power; serving under civilian 
authority; and entrusted to defend the Constitution 
and the rights and interests of the American people.”2 
For the purposes of this article, the key word in the 
definition is ethical. It is not enough for soldiers to col-
lectively design land power, they must ethically design 
it. It is not enough for soldiers to simply generate or 
support land power, they must ethically generate and 
support it. And, finally, it is not enough to simply apply 
land power, soldiers must ethically apply land power. 
At its extreme in combat, the application of land power 
leads to killing but should never involve murder. While 
every murder is a killing, every killing is not a murder. 

The difference between these two words and concepts 
involves ethics. And while it is true that most decisions 
are not made in combat, the little daily decisions that 
Army professionals make train them for the bigger de-
cisions that they may one day make. Army profession-
als need to make the right decisions in the right way 
during times of peace as well as during times of war. 
The Army professional may not think about making 
decisions every day, but there are days when they must 
think very hard about the decisions they are going to 
make. And when those days come, a model is needed.

What Ethical Framework Does the 
Army Currently Utilize?

After discussing the need for ethical decision-mak-
ing, it is helpful to review what the Army currently 
utilizes as an ethical decision-making framework. The 
doctrinal short answer is, “very little.” Within Army 
doctrine there is no ethical decision-making model.3 
What is in doctrine, 
found in Army Doctrine 
Publication (ADP) 6-22, 
Army Leadership and the 
Profession, is a section en-
titled “Ethical Reasoning.” 
In this section, doctrine 
states, 

Leaders use multi-
ple perspectives to 
think about ethical 
concerns, applying 
them to determine 
the most ethical 
choice. One per-
spective comes from 
a view that desir-
able virtues such as 
courage, justice, and 
benevolence define 
ethical outcomes. A 
second perspective 
comes from a set of 
agreed-upon values 
or rules, such as the 
Army Values or 
Constitutional rights. 
A third perspective 
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bases the consequences of the decision on 
whatever produces the greatest good for the 
greatest number as most favorable. Leaders 
able to consider all perspectives applicable 
to a particular situation are more likely to be 
ethically astute.4

When faced with a tough decision, the Army calls for 
leaders to think about virtues, rules, and consequences. 
In addition to this paragraph, doctrine points to the 
Army Ethic as the standard by which professionals 
ought to live by. This ethic defined “is the set of en-
during moral principles, values, beliefs, and laws that 
guide the Army profession and create the culture of 
trust essential to Army professionals in the conduct of 
missions, performance of duty, and all aspects of life.”5 
While imploring the need to inculcate the Army Ethic, 
doctrine does not elaborate or explain any further.

The only other official Army-wide publication 
that discusses ethical decision making at any length 
is the Chaplain Corps’ Department of the Army 
Pamphlet (DA PAM) 165-19, Moral Leadership. In this 

document, Appendix C, “An Ethical Framework within 
Design Methodology,” takes its guidance from ADP 
6-22’s three perspectives approach and expands it. The 
framework includes 
(1)	 understand the situation or environment;
(2)	 define the situation or problem;
(3)	 develop an approach (considering different ethical 

lenses/paradigms/models);
(4)	 consider and evaluate biases/assumptions;
(5)	 decide on a course of action and implement; and
(6)	 continuously assess situation, problem, and 

approach.6

This framework, as stated in the title, emphasizes the 
Army design methodology and utilizes the three per-
spectives listed in ADP 6-22. The next appendix in 
DA PAM 165-19, Appendix D, lists a ten-step ethical 
decision-making framework based on the Joint Ethics 
Regulation.7 The final appendix, Appendix E, “An Ethical 
Reasoning Model within the Military Decision-Making 
Process,” once again reiterates the three perspectives from 
ADP 6-22 as well as introducing a four-step model. This 

(Figure by modified by author. Other variations of this model have been used at the Maneuver Center of Excellence, the Command and General Staff College, and the 
Institute of Religious Leadership. The first recent formulation of this model seen by the author was by Anthony Randall in “Applying Mission Command to the Army’s 

Crucible of Character Development,” The U.S. Army Chaplain Corps Journal, CY19 Edition, 53–60) 

Figure 1. Proposed Army Decision-Making Model
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model includes the steps “recognize the conflict,” “eval-
uate the options,” “come to a decision,” and “act.”8 This 
summarizes what the Army has recently published in its 
current doctrine and related publications. 

Why Is the Current Framework 
Insufficient?

It should come as no surprise to many who think 
deeply about ethical decision-making within the Army 
context that the current framework is insufficient for 
the difficult decisions Army professionals are required 
to make. Part of the insufficiency is simply a lack of 
depth in doctrine on the topic. While the need for 
character is stated and the ideal of the Army Ethic is 
affirmed, doctrine lacks anything but a cursory nod 
to how it is accomplished. Additionally, when the 
Chaplain Corps published DA PAM 165-19 to clar-
ify moral leadership, the pamphlet simply included a 
patchwork of lightly detailed possibilities to use as a 
framework for ethical thinking. The only commonali-
ty of all the frameworks point back to the three per-
spectives model referenced in the “Ethical Reasoning” 
section in ADP 6-22, which is problematic.

Several key issues underly the exhortation for sol-
diers to utilize the three-perspective framework when 
thinking about ethical reasoning. The first and most 
obvious issue with using these three perspectives is that 
doctrine is very vague on what they mean and how to 
utilize them. It is one thing to tell a soldier that he or 
she must consider virtues, rules, and consequences, but 
it is entirely another thing to explain what that means 
and how it ought to be applied. These perspectives are 
not intuitive or self-evident in their current doctri-
nal wording. A second issue with the current ethical 
construction is that the concepts are very profound. 
Each one of them represents an ethical system that has 
spanned hundreds—and in the case of virtue ethics, 
thousands—of years with tomes of written work and 
explanations. Doctrine implies that someone read-
ing that specific section would understand what the 
systems are and how to apply them correctly. A third 
and related issue is that if the systems, or perspectives, 
as doctrine calls them, are applied properly, the out-
come or potential solutions may very well be different 
depending on the system utilized or variables applied.9 
Thus, one would then have to analyze and priori-
tize each of the outcomes in relation to the other to 

determine the appropriate solution to the ethical prob-
lem. A final and more problematic issue with the cur-
rent construction is that it forces one to look away from 
other more explicit doctrine that informs ethical de-
cision-making, the previously mentioned Army Ethic. 
The three perspectives do not explicitly take the ethic 
into account but immediately turn the attention of the 
soldier in an ethical dilemma, focusing them into the 
deep end of the philosophical pool instead of toward 
the Army Ethic. At best, the current formulations and 
instructions on ethical decision-making are muddled 
and unclear, and at worst, are unhelpful or irrelevant to 
most of the force due to a lack of understanding. 

Where are the Seeds of the 
Proposed New Model?

While the current framework is insufficient, there 
are fortunately seeds of excellence within doctrine and 
Army publications to assist in building a new and helpful 
model. The first salvageable piece comes from DA PAM 
165-19, which lists a fourfold model of decision-making. 
Specifically, as currently stated, these steps are,  

a. Recognize the conflict. The first step in 
moral and ethical reasoning is to be able to 
see the true nature of the ethical challenge as 
well as the values, beliefs, and virtues that are 
in tension and what is at stake. 
b. Evaluate the options. Like the MDMP, the 
individual leader or Soldier who understands 
what the conflict is will begin to develop 
various ways, or COAs, that can resolve the 
challenge in an ethical, effective, and efficient 
manner. In this step, the three lenses (rules, 
outcomes, and virtues) interpret and evaluate 
the potential courses of action (COAs) for 
ethical resolution. 
c. Come to a decision. The Soldier must 
decide the best COA to resolve the ethical 
challenge in a manner that is in line with the 
moral principles of the Army Values and is 
ethical, effective, and efficient. 
d. Act. The final step is where the reasoning 
process culminates with action. One must 
decide to act, and act despite risk, challeng-
es, and potential adversity. The person must 
accept responsibility for taking the action and 
its results.10
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These provide a great starting point in ethical deci-
sion-making. The four concepts within this framework 
are simple and yet profound. This model appears to 
have been adapted from moral psychologist James 
Rest’s work on moral development. In his model, Rest 
suggests four psychological components determining 
moral behavior: 

(1) Moral Sensitivity: Interpreting the 
situation
(2) Moral Judgement: Judging which action 
is morally right/wrong.
(3) Moral Motivation: Prioritizing moral 
values relative to other values.
(4) Moral Character: Having courage, per-
sisting, overcoming distractions, implement-
ing skills.11

Again, the adapted work is both simple enough that it 
can be easily trained within the force and yet has depth 
to process ethical decisions that may need further 
thought.

 The next salvageable piece comes from an old-
er doctrinal manual, Army Doctrine Reference 
Publication (ADRP) 1, The Army Profession. In it, Army 
doctrine explicitly outlined a definition for the word 
“right.” Doctrine stated that “a decision or action is right 
if it is ethical …, effective …, and efficient.”12 The “three 
e’s” were defined in ADRP 1 as this: 

Ethical: Consistent with the moral principles 
of the Army Ethic.
Effective: Likely to accomplish its purpose, 
accepts prudent risk.
Efficient: Makes disciplined use of 
resources.13

Today’s doctrine has incorporated the “three e’s” in a 
variety of areas. For instance, when discussing expecta-
tions for current Army professionals, doctrine states,  

The ethical, effective, and efficient accom-
plishment of the mission is the core of the 
Army ethic. Army professionals accomplish 
the mission as a team of Soldiers and Army 
civilians contributing their best effort, doing 
what is ethical, effective, and efficient to the 
best of their ability, and always striving for 
excellence.14

Additionally, the Army references the “three e’s” when 
discussing the necessity of being an honorable ser-
vant, one of the three roles of an Army professional. 

Doctrine states that “Army professionals communicate 
with candor and tact, seek shared understanding, and 
demonstrate courage by doing what is ethical, effective, 
and efficient despite risk, uncertainty, and fear.”15 Also, 
with regard to being a competent Army professional, 
doctrine outlines that “they make ethical, effective, 
and efficient decisions and take appropriate actions 
to the best of their ability in all aspects of life.”16 These 
examples, among others, make clear that an Army 
professional cannot be right unless he or she considers 
what is ethical, effective, and efficient. Thus, if one were 
to use the fourfold model as an overall framework, the 
“three e’s” would be appropriate to use in evaluating the 
options as opposed to the three perspectives.17 

A final salvable doctrinal piece to add to the model 
relates to the Army Ethic. The ethic was referenced by 
the “three e’s” but focused on the moral principles of the 
ethic. While this is appropriate, that idea encompasses 
only half of what the ethic represents. Again, the Army 
Ethic is “the set of enduring moral principles, values, 
beliefs, and laws that guide the Army profession and 
create the culture of trust essential to Army profession-
als in the conduct of missions, performance of duty, and 
all aspects of life.”18 The ethic informs all Army profes-
sionals that every decision must take both the moral 
(moral principles, values, and beliefs) and the legal 
(laws) aspects and ramifications into consideration.19 
Thus an ethical decision, based on the Army Ethic, is 
one that reflects both moral and legal deliberation. An 
ethical decision is what an Army professional ought to 
do (morally) and will do (legally) and vice versa—that 
is ought not to do and will not do both morally and le-
gally. With this basic understanding, doctrine sketches 
the key regulatory and moral principles or documents 
that ought to be considered when applying the Army 
Ethic, which are graphically portrayed in figure 2.20

These twenty-two principles, rules, or documents 
assist in forming the moral and legal foundation for the 
Army Ethic. Knowing and applying the Army Ethic 
assists an Army professional in the ethical requirement 
of the “three e” framework. Now we are ready to put 
the model together for further explanation. 

What Is the Model?
As portrayed in figure 1, the four steps of the DA 

PAM 165-19 are utilized and renamed: discern, delib-
erate, decide, and deeds, representing what occurs at 
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each step. Each of the steps are color coded for easy re-
membrance. Red means stop. Therefore, when a soldier 
is confronted with an ethical dilemma, one where they 
recognize a problem that needs a deeper decision made, 
the soldier ought to mentally stop and think through 
different courses of action. The next step, or deliberate 
phase, is where evaluating the options occur. This is col-
ored amber to remind the decision-maker to proceed 
with caution as they work through the options. These 
options ought to include the “three e’s,” asking oneself if 
the proposed solution is ethical, effective, and efficient 
(see figure 3). 

A suggestion with this step is to start with the idea 
of effective. If a solution is not going to be effective, 
that is achieve the appropriate result, then it ought 
to be discarded. Once the effectiveness of a course of 
action is established, the question of ethicality ought 
to apply. Using the moral and legal framework of the 
Army Ethic ought to inform the ethicality of a decision. 
If a decision is not ethical, it ought to be discarded. It 
may be noted that while there might be some flexibility 

in defining the effectiveness of solutions, there ought 
never be any decision that minimizes the ethicality of 
that decision. Finally, the question of efficiency, or the 
disciplined use of resources, ought to be asked about 
the decision to be made. When making a decision using 
the “three e’s,” a leader is essentially thinking through 
the ends, ways, and means of each tough decision. The 
ends reflected in the effectiveness of a decision, the 
efficiency in the ways and means of the decision, and 
the ethicality in all three. Army professionals make the 
right decision when considering what is ethical, effec-
tive, and efficient.

And while it should be obvious, it must be stated 
that these three categories are aspirational in nature. 
That is, the right answer ideally ought to be 100 percent 
ethical, 100 percent effective, and 100 percent efficient. 
And yet, as any leader knows, in the real world, not all 
the categories can or will be fully met. This is where 
context, a calibrated moral compass, clear guidance, 
and critical thinking are vital. While not easy, the crite-
ria are simple and assist a leader in the formulation of 

(Figure from ADP 6-22, Army Leadership and the Profession, 1-7)

Figure 2. Foundations of the Army Ethic 

Foundations of the Army Ethic
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The Army ethic, our professional ethic, is the set of enduring moral principles, values, beliefs, and 
applicable laws embedded within the Army culture of trust that motivates and guides the Army 
profession and trusted Army professionals in conduct of the mission, performance of duty, and all 
aspects of life.
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separate courses of action for decision, which is 
the next step.   

The next color is green, which means go. This 
represents that once the deliberation step has 
occurred, the leader must decide what to do. He 
or she must commit to a decision and act on it. 
Military action often takes courage, both physical 
courage as well as moral courage. Leaders must 
not only act individually but also act to ensure 
that their decisions and the decisions made by 
those above them are being communicated to 
others for action as well.  

This decision-making model is inherently 
nested within the Army leadership requirements 
model of Be, Know, and Do.21 For instance, the 
decisions that people make are made within the 
context of who they are. The Army calls these at-
tributes. Attributes are defined as “characteristics 
internal to a leader” that “affect how an individual 
behaves, thinks, and learns within certain con-
ditions.”22 Specifically, the essence of a leader, or “Be” 
component, relates to character, which is “the moral and 
ethical qualities of a leader,” and presence, the “character-
istics open to display by the leader and open to viewing 
by others.”23 These both form the background context 
of all decision-making while the intellect, or the “Know” 
component, is the decision-making processing center 
for the individual.24 Finally, the “Do” component, which 
includes leads, develops, and achieves, relates to the 
actions of the individual both while decisions are being 
made and afterward. The Army leadership requirements 
model is portrayed in figure 4.25 The final aspect of the 
new graphical portrayal of this decision-making model is 
the inclusion of other’s counsel and feedback. Doctrine 
reminds leaders that “every member of the Army profes-
sion, military or civilian, is part of a team and functions 
in the role of leader and subordinate.”26 This means that 
decision-making is not done in a vacuum. Each Army 
decision-maker is linked to other decision-makers who 
are in turn linked to even more decision-makers. This is 
because the US Army is a team that is made of up many 
teams. Thus, all Army professionals need both counsel 
and feedback, which occur both formally and informally 
within and across the institution. It is only when leaders 
are both self and organizationally aware with the help of 
counsel and feedback that right decisions can be made 
and fully comprehended. 

How to Use the Model?
The useability of this model, or any model, starts 

with education and then continues in training. Soldiers 
do what they are trained to do, and their training is 
informed by their education. Thus, in the institutional 
Army, this model and the concept of intentional ethical 
decision-making ought to be introduced and taught. 
Once soldiers have seen the model and have a basic un-
derstanding of ethical decision-making requirements, 
they must train the concepts as a part of the operating 
force. That is, ethical decision-making ought to be in-
corporated into regular training events, because the old 
mantra is true: soldiers fight how they are trained. 

An example of this might be a unit that conducts a 
range. This is a standard operation that trains soldiers in 
the mechanics of lethality with their assigned weapons 
systems. A unit could have an ethics station either before 
or after the firing line asking soldiers questions or talking 
through combat-related vignettes to get the soldiers 
thinking not merely about lethality, the application of 
land power, but the ethics of lethality. It is one thing to 
teach a soldier how to shoot and yet quite another to 
teach them whether they should shoot. Whether on a 
range, at an urban terrain training site, or during a com-
bined-arms exercise, ethical decision-making ought to 
be part of the preparatory instruction, presented within 
the training in the form of ethical dilemmas, and covered 

(Figure by author)

Figure 3. Evaluate the Options
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in the after action review process along with lethality. 
Having a model is good, but education and training on 
the model is necessary for it to be deployed when it is 
truly needed. Soldiers must be able to individually and 
organizationally apply land power, but as Army profes-
sionals, they must do it ethically.  

Conclusion
Most people do not think about making decisions 

until they have a difficult one to make. However, 

Army professionals often face difficult situations and 
must make correspondently difficult decisions. Thus, 
Army professionals must consider ethical deci-
sions-making ahead of making those decisions. And 
when they deliberate about making decisions, they 
must do so with clarity and brevity to make the right 
decisions at the right time. Army professionals must 
rethink how they reflect on making decisions and 
consider a new doctrinally based model to use in the 
process.   
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