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Infantrymen are ordered to do push-ups when they cannot pass inspection at the U.S. Army Air Assault School in Fort Campbell, Kentucky,

May 10, 1983. In a profession where the margin for error is measured in lives lost or battles forfeited, enforcing standards is not an

administrative task; it is a warfighting imperative. (U.S. Army photo by Spc. Frederic Sutter)

Standards Are Combat Power

By Master Sgt. Atarius J. Henley
Sergeants Major Course

€ € The foundation of every Army is discipline. Discipline
is built on standards, and standards must be enforced”
- 17th Sgt. Maj. of the Army Glen E. Morrell

Introduction

As the Army refocuses on delivering ready combat
formations capable of fighting and winning in large-scale
combat operations (LSCO), one factor remains non-
negotiable: discipline.

According to Army Doctrine Publication (ADP)
6-22, Army Leadership and the Profession, discipline is
a defining characteristic of the Army profession and a
prerequisite for cohesive, trained, and lethal formation
(Department of the Army [DA], 2019). In a profession
where the margin for error is measured in lives lost
or battles forfeited, enforcing standards is not an
administrative task; it is a warfighting imperative.
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From uniform inspections to preventive maintenance
checks, from weapons handling to battle drills, discipline
translates into performance under pressure. This
article explores how enforcing standards is essential to
generating combat power and why NCOs must continue
to lead the charge in this effort.

Standards as Readiness Drivers

Army standards exist to ensure synchronized,
predictable, and repeatable performance in all
conditions, especially in combat. Field Manual (FM)
7-0, Training, emphasizes that readiness is built on
consistently applying standards across training,
maintenance, and leadership activities (Department
of the Army, 2021). They provide a shared framework
enabling cohesive teams to operate effectively and safely
during complex missions.
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When standards are ignored in garrison, bad habits
may form that undermine battlefield effectiveness. A
shoddy uniform may seem insignificant, but it signals a
broader complacency. Missed preventive maintenance
checks and services (PMCS) can result in vehicle failure
at a decisive moment.

Research on military performance indicates
that disciplined routines increase unit reliability,
predictability, and adaptability in combat (Dorn, 2017).
Combat formations do not become “ready” overnight;
they are developed by reinforcing small actions daily
that, when compounded, create disciplined teams
capable of executing in the most adverse conditions.
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The NCO’s Influence

As the “backbone of the Army;” NCOs are charged
with maintaining and enforcing standards. Formations
will only be as disciplined as their leaders demand.
When NCOs fail to enforce standards, Soldiers interpret
it as acceptance. Conversely, when NCOs are consistent,
fair, and firm, it creates an environment where excellence
is expected.

NCOs must enforce standards in four critical areas:

1. Appearance and Bearing - Attention
to detail in uniform and grooming instills
pride, professionalism, and alertness.

2. Maintenance and Accountability -
Discipline in equipment care ensures
equipment reliability and operational
readiness.

3. Physical and Tactical Proficiency
- Enforcing physical fitness and
training performance standards builds
confidence, endurance, and lethality.
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4. Respect and Conduct - Upholding
dignity and respect within ranks fosters
trust, cohesion, and psychological
resilience.
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Enforcing standards is not about barking
orders, it’s about modeling them. Soldiers
emulate what they see. Soldiers follow leaders

Staff Sgt. Logan Conley of the Oregon National Guard conducts a uniform
inspection May 8, 2025, at Gowen Field, Idaho. As the “backbone of the Army,”
NCOs are charged with maintaining and enforcing standards. Formations will only

whose actions match expectations (DA,
2019). NCOs must live the standard, teach
the standard, and correct deviations swiftly

be as disciplined as their leaders demand. (U.S. Army photo by Mike Freeman)

Everyday Discipline = Combat
Effectiveness

The Army fights how it trains. If NCOs allow
mediocrity in training, it shows in combat. FM 6-22,
Developing Leaders, notes that discipline fosters the habits
of mind and action necessary for Soldiers to remain
effective under stress (Department of the Army, 2015).

A formation that routinely arrives late to training may
also arrive late to a tactical objective. A Soldier who cuts
corners on maintenance may cause a mission-critical
system to fail during movement or fires. A squad that
accepts poor marksmanship may suffer unnecessary
casualties when engaged in close combat.

Discipline produces instinctive behavior. Repetition
builds confidence. Precision saves lives. NCOs must
connect routine actions to battlefield consequences,
reinforcing that discipline is not punitive, it's protective.
It is not about control, it is about combat effectiveness.
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and constructively.

Cultural Challenges

Modern operational tempo and cultural dynamics
create challenges that can weaken discipline if not
addressed. Competing priorities often reduce time for
inspections, counseling, and leader presence.

Generational differences may contribute to
communication gaps or perceptions of overly rigid
enforcement. When leaders prioritize popularity
over professionalism or fail to correct deficiencies,
standards erode.

These challenges are leadership opportunities. Today’s
NCOs must be firm and empathetic, combining clear
expectations with authentic mentorship.

Discipline should never come at the expense of
dignity. ADP 6-22 emphasizes that leaders must balance
empathy with firmness, ensuring that correction respects
dignity while reinforcing expectations (Department of
the Army, 2019).
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A member of the 466th Medical Company Area Support, New York
National Guard, check the oil, fluids and engine on April 21, 2026.
Missed PMCS can result in vehicle failure at a decisive moment. Research
on military performance indicates that disciplined routines increase unit
reliability, predictability, and adaptability in combat. (U.S. Army photo
by John Quinn)

Discipline should never demean, it must always
develop. Failure to enforce standards is a leadership
deficiency, not a gesture of leniency.

Discipline in Decentralized Operations

In LSCO and multi-domain operations (MDOs),
units will be dispersed, denied communication, and
forced to operate with limited oversight. In such
environments, discipline is not a luxury, it is survival.
LSCOs and MDOs require Soldiers to act with
disciplined initiative, executing their commander’s intent
even when cut off from higher headquarters (DA, 2022).

Soldiers must be able to operate independently,
make decisions with limited guidance, and execute tasks
without constant supervision. This is only possible when
leaders build a foundation of internal discipline that
empowers Soldiers to maintain standards even when no
one is watching.
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This concept is at the heart of mission command
where disciplined initiative is rooted in shared
understanding and mutual trust. NCOs build trust
by teaching Soldiers the why behind standards and
cultivating the judgment required to apply them in
dynamic conditions. In decentralized operations,
discipline becomes combat power.

Historical Context

History affirms that discipline is a predictor of
battlefield success. During World War II, the 1st Infantry
Division and the 82nd Airborne Division earned
reputations for toughness and reliability because their
leaders enforced uncompromising standards in training,
maintenance, and small-unit discipline long before they
entered combat (Atkinson, 2002).

In Korea, disciplined actions at places like the Pusan
Perimeter, and later at Chipyong-ni, revealed how units
with strong leadership, precise drill, and unwavering
adherence to standards held terrain and repelled
numerically superior forces (Fehrenbach, 1963).

Even earlier, the rigorous training and strict
discipline instituted by Baron von Steuben at Valley
Forge transformed the Continental Army from a loosely
organized militia into a professional fighting force
capable of standing toe-to-toe with British regulars
(Lengel, 2005).

These examples illustrate a consistent truth across
centuries of warfare: disciplined Soldiers, who are well-
trained, well-led, and conditioned to uphold standards,
are more resilient, more lethal, and more capable of
decisive action under the harshest conditions of combat.

These lessons are not dated, they are timeless.
Whether facing a near-peer adversary in Eastern Europe
or defending freedom in the Indo-Pacific, discipline will
always be the difference between readiness and regret.

Conclusion

The Chief of Staff of the Army challenged us to deliver
ready combat formations. That challenge does not begin
at the Pentagon or division headquarters, it begins in
the motor pool, in the barracks, on the range, and in the
hearts of NCOs.

They are the stewards of discipline, the keepers of
standards, and the architects of readiness. They must
not flinch in this responsibility. Every correction, every
inspection, every counseling session is an investment in
combat power.

When the next fight comes, Soldiers will rely on the
discipline NCOs built into them through consistent
standards and deliberate leadership. B
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Staff Sgt. Dakota Sullivan, section leader, 1st Cavalry Division, briefs Soldiers during Sergeant’s Time Training, July 25, 2019. The Army fights how
it trains. If NCOs allow mediocrity in training, it shows in combat. Discipline fosters the habits of mind and action necessary for Soldiers to remain
effective under stress. (U.S. Army photo by Capt. Scott Kuhn)
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