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The culture that we are embedded in inevitably 
influences our views about leadership.

—Hofstede, 19931

The Army’s emphasis on diversity and 
inclusion is important in maintaining a 
future competitive advantage in today’s 

global security environment; understanding 
differences is central to the effective employ-
ment of landpower (soldiers and equipment) 
in and amongst different cultures. However, 
individual assimilation to cultural norms and 
embedded leader prototypes undermine the 
promise of diversity by suppressing individual 
identity. This paper examines this premise by 
analyzing the value and challenge of diversity, 
assessing the influence of leader prototypes and 
assimilation on individual identity, and by ana-
lyzing current educational approaches towards 
diversity and culture education. The paper 
concludes with recommendations for senior 
Army leaders to consider as they seek to fulfill 
the promise of diversity.

As a preface to this paper, it is important to 
define the term prototype and to distinguish di-

versity management from diversity leadership. 
In its purest form, a prototype is an original 
model on which something is patterned; an 
individual that exhibits essential features, or a 
standard or typical example.2 Prototypes are 
decisive in forming organizational and individ-
ual identities. They enhance the salience of a 
group and make it appear to be a distinct and 
well-structured entity with clear boundaries, 
and with members that share a common fate.3

Diversity leadership and management are 
closely related. The difference is, diversity man-
agement refers to the development of policies 
and plans designed to drive and or affect the 
impact of diversity on key outcomes, while 
diversity leadership involves direct leadership 
practices that allow leaders to influence how 
people and groups relate to differences.4 Man-
agement practices are central in regulating 
behavior, but leadership influences behavior.

The Promise of Diversity
The promise of diversity does not infer enti-

tlement; instead, it is an idealistic concept that 
when realized, enables greater innovation and 

creativity in diverse and inclusive organizations. 
This is in comparison to cognitively homoge-
neous organizations that are constrained by 
similarity and habitual thought patterns per-
taining to individuals and ideas that are valued. 
This idealistic concept results in all members 
feeling valued and allows them to demon-
strate greater commitment to organizational 
outcomes. Well led and well managed diverse 
organizations increase the variety of perspec-
tives brought to a problem, because individual 
diversity in organizations creates relationships 
between people with different life experiences, 
thereby enabling greater access to an array of 
information sources and perspectives. Diversity 
can also create conflict, lead to strained com-
munication between people that are different, 
intensify social divisions, and result in an over-
all lack of trust.5 The common thread between 
these two viewpoints is individual identity be-
cause identity dictates how individuals respond, 
either favorably or unfavorably, to differences. 
Army Doctrine Reference Publication (ADRP) 
6-22 explains the relationship between identity 
and leadership by noting that identity influ-

ences how leaders behave and learn, and how 
others perceive them, and notes that effective 
leadership begins with developing and main-
taining a leader identity. 6

The Influence of Prototypes 
and Assimilation on 
Individual Identity

Several leader attributes and competencies 
espoused in doctrine and enacted in lead-
er practices characterize prototypical Army 
leaders. ADRP 6-22 provides a comprehensive 
framework that articulates what the Army 
desires in leaders by describing the types of 
attributes a leader must possess to apply com-
petencies that allow them to lead and develop 
individuals and organizations and achieve re-
sults. The publication emphasizes an adherence 
to Army values, being empathetic, disciplined, 
physically fit, mentally agile, and possessing 
expertise as important attributes that enable 
leaders to apply competencies such as building 
trust, fostering esprit de corps, and creating 
effective unit climates.7 Army doctrine provides 
a foundational base for leadership, but enact-
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ed leader behavior is paramount in conveying 
desirable prototypes.

Organizationally endorsed credentialing 
and certification, and institutional feedback 
assist in influencing perceptions of the ideal and 
prototypical leader. These factors imbue desir-
able qualities on an individual and mark them 
with enhanced ability, distort perceptions, and 
affect predictions of performance and poten-
tial. This circumstance is consistent with the 
concept of embedding mechanisms outlined 
by Edgar Schein in his research on organiza-
tional culture. Schein notes that organizational 
culture formation begins with leaders impos-
ing assumptions and expectation on followers, 
which in turn influences beliefs pertaining to 
prototypes.8 Prototypes create a self-perpetuat-
ing cycle, particularly as junior leaders use them 
to construct their own leader identity. These 
prototypes constitute a social reality ground-
ed in consensual views and are continuously 
reinforced.9

In salient organizations, leader prototypes 
bestow greater influence on the most prototyp-
ical leaders.10 The appearance of the legitimacy 
of the prototype becomes a reality through a 
depersonalization process that compels follow-
ers to comply with norms that are valued.11 
This cognitive process results in individual 
members suppressing their uniqueness and 
transforming their identity in three ways. First, 
they place value judgments on themselves based 
on defining characteristics of the group proto-
type. Next, they cognitively and behaviorally 
assimilate with these characteristics by develop-
ing normative perceptions and attitudes. Final-
ly, they view others through the lens of features 
that characterize organizationally sanctioned 
prototypes.12

Depersonalization is influenced by simi-
larity attraction and self-categorization. Sim-

ilarity attraction suggests that similarities in 
characteristics and attitudes facilitate positive 
relationships. Individuals that perceive others 
as similar are more likely to assess those indi-
viduals as being intelligent, and well adjusted.13 
Conversely, individuals perceived as different 
are trusted less, difficult to communicate with, 
and less adjusted.14 Similarity attraction shapes 
perceptions of what a leader is, and must do, 
and can influence evaluation and promotion 
selection processes because it creates an uncon-
scious bias in senior leaders. This bias results in 
discrimination against organizational members 
that are different.15 This is natural in merito-
cratic-based organization, because meritoc-
racies promote and award members based on 
achievement and potential consistent with 
organizational norms and prototypes.

Similarity attraction may have some influ-
ence on the current profile of Army General 
Officers. Of the 15 current General Officers, 
12 are West Point graduates, and only three are 
not Maneuver, Fires and Effects (MFE) offi-
cers.16 Highlighting this fact does not devalue 
the worth of these senior leaders rather it ques-
tions the prototype. Are the common qualifica-
tions of these senior leaders central to success 
at the highest levels of senior leadership, or are 
there other characteristics and different career 
experiences that make others just as capable? 
The profile of Army Generals represents a 
belief system in the Army that is influenced by 
legitimized prototypes.

Being different from others impedes career 
advancement, and similarities between sub-
ordinates and superiors are positive factors in 
selection decisions.17 Similarity attraction leads 
to raters developing self-based schemas pertain-
ing to performance and potential that reinforce 
their own favorable image, and positively bias 
their evaluation of subordinates perceived as 

similar.18 The consequence of similarity attrac-
tion in the context of promotion and advance-
ment is consistent with Schein’s fifth embed-
ding mechanism, how leaders recruit, select, 
and promote members.

Self-categorization is a process by which 
individuals define themselves in terms of 
membership in a given group, and causes indi-
viduals to develop self-concepts and provoke 
behaviors consistent with group membership.19 
Two effects of self-concept stem from self-cat-
egorization. Individuals begin to view their 
membership in a certain group as a significant 
dimension of their self-identity, and the per-
ceived and actual interests of the larger group 
take precedence over their views. These effects 
strongly influence the development of in and 
out-groups, and further stimulate depersonal-
ization.

Similarity attraction and self-categoriza-
tion are consistent with the leader member 
exchange (LMX) theory, which centers on the 
concept of senior Army leaders establishing a 
special exchange relationship with subordinates 
that share perceived or actual similarities, and 
results in the formation of in-groups and out-
groups.20 Out-group members are less likely to 
commit to an organization or share minority 
viewpoints because they believe their perspec-
tive will not be valued. Conversely, in-group 
members are given favorable tasks, and the 
senior leader will often influence assignment 
processes in an effort to enhance the careers of 
these favored subordinates. LMX influences the 
suppression of individual identity and compels 
members to assimilate into group norms.

Assimilation is a process whereby individu-
als gradually adopt the practices of a dominant 
group, while simultaneously struggling to retain 
their unique individual identity. However, in 
the Army there is little incentive for members 

to retain portions of their individual identity 
that are not consistent with organizational 
norms. As a result, the Army is less likely to 
embrace differences deeply embedded in indi-
vidual identity. Conversely, conformity emerg-
es as an important and idealistic goal, and a 
reward and punishment system is codified that 
is initially transactional in nature. Individuals 
that assimilate well benefit from rewards in 
exchange for compliance to norms, and those 
that struggle to do so are marginalized. This 
socialization process is aligned with Schein’s 
fourth embedding mechanism—the allocation 
of rewards and status.

Recommendations
Overcoming the effects of leader prototypes 

and assimilation requires leaders to effectively 
lead and manage diversity to create unit cli-
mates, and an organizational culture that allow 
the Army to transition from simply tolerating 
diversity to realizing the promise of diversity. 
Tolerating diversity is not a sufficient approach 
for the Army because by definition tolerance 
simply means “the willingness to accept feelings, 
habits, or beliefs that are different from your 
own.”21

Dr. Milton J. Bennett in his article titled 
Becoming Interculturally Competent suggests that 
individuals experience a major change in their 
interaction with different individuals by mov-
ing from a state of ethnocentrism to ethno-rel-
ativism. Ethno relative world views enable 
individuals to seek differences by accepting 
and adapting their own perspectives and then 
integrating differences to create a more holistic 
and comprehensive understanding of reality.22 
This mindset change begins when senior Army 
leaders view their own perspective, and similar 
perspectives, as simply one among a number of 
complex world views. Creating a more holistic 
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and comprehensive understanding of reality 
creates tremendous opportunities for individ-
ual and organizational growth, and will require 
senior Army leaders to strike a balance between 
adhering to long standing organizational norms, 
and integrating divergent perspectives to foster 
innovation and creativity. Achieving this elusive 
degree of equilibrium requires leaders to alter 
their mental models of exacting prototypes, en-
hance the influence of the minority perspective, 
and place greater emphasis on diversity and 
culture education. By focusing on these factors 
as catalyst for change, senior Army leaders will 
become “entrepreneurs of prototypicality,” and 
alter institutional views of what is normative.23

Mental models are deeply ingrained as-
sumptions and generalizations that influence 
how individuals respond to differences.24 
Senior Army leaders must broaden their 
mental models of prototypical leaders, adjust 
self-based schemas of effective subordinates, 
and challenge their notion of the ideal lead-
er. This is important in establishing mutual 
trust, and building cohesive organizations. 
For many senior Army leaders this will 
cause discomfort and uncertainty, because 
the Army is heavily reliant on bureaucratic 
policies and regulations designed to avoid 
uncertainty. An aversion to uncertainty can 
result in a degree of cognitive dissonance for 
an organization that espouses the importance 
of adaptable leaders. However, discomfort 
and uncertainty often serve as necessary and 
effective means of change. An important idea 
to consider, is the Army is adopting more 
inclusive personnel assignment policies that 
enable female Soldiers to serve in combat 
specialty branches. However, it is import-
ant to ensure the integration of females in 
these branches serves a functional purpose 
as opposed to providing females with greater 

opportunities to align with existing proto-
types associated with the institution’s most 
senior leaders.

In further adjusting mental models, the 
Army must alter some organizational protocols 
associated with key selection board processes. 
Doing so will serve as a reinforcing mechanism 
and aid in changing organizational culture.25 
The Army should sterilize board records during 
key selection processes by removing all unit 
identification, commissioning sources, names 
of raters and senior raters, and official photo-
graphs. These specific means of identification 
engender biases, stereotypical beliefs, and stig-
mas that influence board members.

Adjusting senior Army leader beliefs and 
behavior will also require leaders to enhance 
the influence of minority and divergent per-
spectives, which are dismissed often in organi-
zations heavily dependent on assimilation and 
conformity. Creative and innovative thoughts 
often emerge from ideas and concepts not 
aligned with prevailing norms or majority 
influenced ideas. The reluctance to embrace 
counter-insurgency doctrine early on during 
Operation Iraqi Freedom serves as a salient 
example.26 Therefore, one of the most import-
ant roles a leader has, given the command and 
leader centric nature of the Army, is establish-
ing a unit climate that embraces and fosters 
divergent thought. On the surface, this idea 
may seem blatantly obvious, but in practice, it is 
quite challenging because leaders often become 
overly wedded to their own beliefs and are 
influenced by confirmation bias. This thought 
highlights the importance of educating current 
and emerging junior leaders early on in their 
developmental process on the importance of 
critical and creative thinking skills, and the con-
tinued emphasis on these cognitive skills at the 
intermediate and senior service college level.

The Army Leader Development Strategy 
(ALDS) highlights education as one of the three 
pillars of leader development and is a testament 
to the Army’s commitment to and reliance on 
education. The strategy’s emphasis on critical 
and innovative thinking skills, emotional intel-
ligence, and broadening experiences highlight 
its relevance, however, the ALDS does not place 
enough emphasis on the importance of diversity 
and culture education. These two words appear 
once in the entire document but not in the con-
text of education.27 Placing greater emphasis 
on diversity and culture education will greatly 
improve existing leader development strategies; 
therefore, the Army should consider the follow-
ing recommendations.

The Army must integrate diversity educa-
tion at all levels of leader development. At the 
junior leader level, diversity education should 
include education on the different types of 
diversity, the benefits and challenges of diversity 
in organizations, and provide basic knowledge 
on identity formation. At the intermediate and 
senior service college level, diversity education 
should emphasize the difference between diver-
sity leadership and management, the value of 
embracing minority and divergent perspectives, 
and emphasize how LMX, self-categorization, 
similarity attraction, and social representation 
influence behavior and decision making. Fur-
thermore, diversity education at these levels 
should include instruction on leader proto-
types, and unconscious and confirmation bias. 
Finally, culture education should emphasize 
how culture influences behavior, beliefs and 
decision making, educate leaders on cultural 
frameworks that assist in understanding how 
cultures are organized and function, and iden-
tify the types of skills and attributes required 
to operate and lead effectively in multi-cultural 
environments.

Conclusion
Conformity to organizationally sanctioned 

norms and behaviors is not simply a matter of 
superficial compliance; rather it represents 
internal cognitive change, and the legitimacy of 
a prototype in a salient organization like the 
Army becomes crystallized and embodied in 
personal belief and value systems. Therefore, 
senior Army leaders, as entrepreneurs of proto-
typicality, must model the type of behavior that 
values individuality, enables trust and the 
development of cohesive teams, and ultimately 
allows the Army to realize the promise of 
diversity. By implementing the recommenda-
tions outlined in this paper, senior Army leaders 
will demonstrate astute diversity leadership and 
management practices and exemplify the type 
of leader current and emerging junior leaders 
must emulate. Ultimately, this will allow the 
Army to “develop adaptive leaders for a complex 
world, remain globally responsive and regionally 
engaged, facilitate commitment to the Army 
profession, and remain the world’s premier 
volunteer Army.”28
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