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Officers Must Play Key Role in Transforming 
Organizational Culture 
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His main research focuses on political ideologies, Quebec poli-
tics and, more recently, the intellectual development of officers.

T
he Canadian Armed Forces (CAF) is currently 
undergoing an unprecedented cultural shift. 
Lieutenant-General Jennie Carignan, the first 
person to hold the new Chief, Professional 
Conduct and Culture position, has been given 

an ambitious mandate to address issues related to “systemic 
misconduct [including] sexual misconduct, hateful con-
duct, systemic barriers, harassment, violence, discrimination, 
employment inequity, unconscious biases, and abuse of power 
in the workplace.”1 This initiative is aimed at transforming 

the organizational culture2 of the CAF and recognizing that 
these various problems will not be solved by a few individuals 
being identified, reprimanded, or even fired. Rather, the issues 
are more deeply rooted in a culture that continues to tolerate 
unacceptable behaviour.  

In private circles, this approach is not without its critics. 
Some members of the military feel that, although the situation 
within the CAF is problematic, it is basically no worse, and in 
some respects is actually better, than what is happening in civilian 
society in general, as shown by the results of the latest Survey on 
Sexual Misconduct in the Canadian Armed Forces.3 Others feel 
that this issue is taking up too much space and, however noble 
the intent, is distracting the CAF from its fundamental mission 
of maintaining a high level of readiness to defend the country. In 
our view, the current situation seems to be particularly favourable 
to finally tackling these persistent problems. On the geopolitical 
level, there is no serious or immediate threat to the security of the 
country right now. In addition, since the adoption of the Strong, 
Secure, Engaged policy four years ago, the CAF will have a 

(Then) Major-General Jennie Carignan, departing Commander NATO Mission Iraq, speaks about her experiences to members of Joint Task Force 
IMPACT at Camp Canada, Ali Al Salem Air Base, Kuwait, 25 November 2020.
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certain amount of institutional stability in the short and medium 
term. This is a particularly favourable environment for such an 
undertaking, which will affect generations to come.

We believe that these cultural changes within the CAF will 
not be possible without the strong leadership of officers––all 
officers––at all levels of the military structure. The success of 
this endeavour will depend in large part on how well officers are 
able to fulfill their role as the primary agents of cultural change. 
To do so, however, we must first acknowledge a reality that has 
not been discussed very often to date, namely the relative loss 
of influence of the officer corps within the CAF in recent years. 
For some time now, officers have been affected by what might be 
called a “symbolic demotion” within the military community as 
a whole, compared to the social status they may have enjoyed in 
the past or even compared to the status that their counterparts in 
other Western armed forces continue to enjoy. To act as true agents 
of cultural change, officers will most definitely need not only all 
the powers they formally possess according to their position in 
the chain of command but also the informal levers of influence 
over which they have lost some of their grip over time. 

Changing the Organizational Culture of the CAF: 
An Ambitious Undertaking

We must admit from the outset that achieving such a cul-
tural transformation will be an  ambitious undertaking. 

It would be unwise to draw inspiration from past awareness 
campaigns, which have been the main methods that the CAF, 
like other public organizations, has favoured to bring about 
certain cultural changes. Some examples include campaigns 
against harassment, racism, or inappropriate sexual behaviour, 
such as those organized since the 1990s in garrisons across 
the country, as well as those now offered online on platforms 
such as the Defence Learning Network (DLN) or GCcampus. 
Despite twenty-five 
years of effort, these 
campaigns have not 
yet succeeded in elimi-
nating these problems 
within the CAF.

The fact that such 
an approach has so far 
been able to achieve 
little is partly due to the 
questionable premise 
that “raising awareness” 
is the best solution to 
racism (to take just one 
example). According 
to this approach, over-
coming racism would 
require getting people 
to shed their prejudices, 
unconscious biases and 
negative judgments 
about people from cul-
tures other than their 
own. While such a 
campaign can certainly 
help to raise awareness 
of cultural realities that 

some people have previously been ignorant or simply unaware 
of, thus helping to break down certain prejudices, its real impact 
on defusing a complex, tenacious and often deeply rooted system 
of thought such as racism appears to be limited, to say the least.

The other main weakness of such awareness campaigns is 
the nature of the target audience. This type of training is usually 
designed for a broad audience, that is to say, it is aimed at all 
members of the CAF, or even at all members of the extended 
Defence Team, indiscriminately. That approach is perfectly suited 
to training that is aimed at helping people acquire technical or 
intellectual skills (that are sometimes even quite complex), whether 
it is aimed at teaching people how to use software, for example, 
or learn a management method or foreign language. However, we 
feel that this approach is inadequate when it comes to achieving 
an objective such as the one targeted here, which is to transform 
an organizational culture. Its flaw lies in the fact that it implicitly 
suggests that all the people for whom such training is intended 
have a similar or equivalent role to play in achieving this objec-
tive. If we are to combat racism, then each individual, whether 
in uniform as an officer, non-commissioned officer or member 
of the troop, or as a civilian staff member of the Department of 
National Defence (DND), no matter the position, must of course 
be made to reflect inwardly on how they behave on a daily basis. 
But such work, from a strictly individual perspective, even if it 
were undertaken as seriously as possible by all members of the 
extended Defence Team without exception, would not in itself be 
able to definitively eradicate the values, beliefs and norms that have 
allowed racism to persist within the organization. Unfortunately, 
there is a risk that racism will re-emerge if the organizational 
culture that tolerates its existence is maintained. 

Allow us to emphasize this point. The problem facing the 
CAF is profound in that it is rooted in an organizational culture 
that continues to tolerate behaviours, attitudes and actions that 
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Former Supreme Court Justice Marie Deschamps (R) speaks during a news conference with (then) Chief of Defence Staff 
General Tom Lawson upon the release of a report on sexual misconduct and sexual harassment in the Canadian Armed 
Forces in Ottawa, 30 April 2015. 
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have long been officially decried, condemned or prohibited by the 
military chain of command and the civilian authority to which the 
institution is subject. Official values, norms and codes, such as 
those expressed in the manual Duty with Honour: The Profession 
of Arms in Canada, which sets the high professional standards to 
which all military personnel are held, are not at issue. On a deeper 
level, the problem stems from the fact that, beneath this formal set 
of values, there persists an informal and discordant culture that is 
widespread within the organization at all levels and that contin-
ues to tolerate and even encourage such unacceptable behaviour. 
That finding has been confirmed by numerous reports over time, 
including the one written by Justice Marie Deschamps in 2015 
following the External Review into Sexual Misconduct and Sexual 
Harassment in the Canadian Armed Forces or, more recently, in 
2019, the one produced by the Standing Senate Committee on 
National Security and Defence.4 One can be almost certain that 
the report currently being considered by Justice Louise Arbour 
will draw the same conclusion. Getting rid of this informal and 
discordant organizational culture once and for all will not be 
easy, as it seems to have resisted all the efforts made over time 
to eradicate it.  

Strengthening the Professionalism of the CAF

The current cultural transformation effort resembles a similar 
effort undertaken by the CAF in the 1990s in response to 

the Somalia scandal. Following the Létourneau (1997) and 
Young (1997) reports, as well as the report of the Commission 
of Inquiry into the Deployment of Canadian Forces to 
Somalia,5 DND undertook to address persistent racism within 
the organization. That included the disbanding of the Canadian 
Airborne Regiment that had been the source of the scandal, 
the adoption of the first Statement of Defence Ethics, which is 
still in effect, a harassment and racism prevention awareness 
and training program, and the creation of the guide Duty with 
Honour – The Profession of Arms in Canada.6 In the 1990s, 
we saw the beginning of a certain cultural change within the 

CAF, when practices 
that were no longer 
considered acceptable, 
such as initiations at 
military colleges, were 
outlawed. However, 
those changes did not 
succeed in eliminat-
ing this problematic 
organizational culture 
for good.  

Bear in mind that 
those efforts were 
aimed at strengthening 
the “professionalism” 
of the CAF, meaning 
the requirement to get 
members of the mili-
tary to meet a higher 
standard of ethical 

behaviour. Clearly, a professional soldier could not stoop to 
committing acts such as those that occurred in Somalia. While 
the issue of professionalism certainly implies the requirement for 
a high ethical standard of behaviour, it cannot be limited to that 

aspect alone. The question goes back to the fundamental think-
ing that was laid down over half a century ago by the political 
scientist Samuel Huntington, in what has become a classic and 
still indispensable work for thinking about this issue, The Soldier 
and the State: The Theory and Politics of Civil–Military Relations 
(1957). In the 1950s, all over the West, but particularly in the politi-
cal context of the United 
States of America, where 
this thinking originated, 
the challenge was to 
ensure that officers had a 
professional status com-
parable to that enjoyed 
by the members of other 
professions in society 
that were organized into 
orders, such as law-
yers, represented by the 
Bar Association, doc-
tors, organized into the 
College of Physicians, or 
engineers, grouped into 
the Order of Engineers. 
It was therefore a matter 
of recognizing that the 
body of officers forms a 
profession, as “managers 
of violence.” That status is linked to a clearly defined field of pro-
fessional responsibilities grounded in a code of ethics, expertise 
and a well-established professional identity. In Huntington’s view, 
this symbolic recognition was the best way to ensure civilian con-
trol of the armed forces in a liberal democracy. In return for this 
professional recognition by the state, officers were called upon to 
refuse partisan political involvement more firmly than ever. The 
officer’s field of initiative and action was to be clearly defined 
within the confines of the armed forces alone, thus recognizing 
the need to maintain a relatively hard and fast boundary between 
this institution and the civil power or, more broadly, civil society 
as a whole, with all of this being consolidated by a kind of “moral 
contract” between the two parties. 

With this brief reminder of the professional nature of officers, 
let us now attempt to better identify the crucial role that they play 
in the current initiative to transform the organizational culture of 
the CAF. We shall do that by raising three specific challenges. 

Encourage Officers to See Themselves  
as True Agents of Cultural Change

We believe that this cultural transformation will be impossible 
without strong leadership from those at all levels of 

command in the military hierarchical structure. It will certainly 
require all officers to set a personal example in these matters, 
which is a responsibility that they share with NCOs. The mem-
bers of the troop, who make up most of the military, will only 
be able to adhere to these profound cultural changes if they 
feel that the hierarchical chain of command wholeheartedly 
endorses it. Let us not delude ourselves, the adoption of such 
exemplary behaviour by all officers and NCOs will not by itself 
succeed in eradicating the organizational culture at the root 
of the problem. That will also require the successful disman-
tling of the mechanisms that have so far allowed it to persist 
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within the CAF. It will not be a simple task, as these seem 
to be firmly entrenched in people’s mindsets. Once that stage 
has been completed, it will still be necessary to put in place 
a replacement organizational culture, which will be based on 
ways of being, acting and thinking that will henceforth make 
the expression of reprehensible behaviour impossible. It is the 
officers, as the main agents of cultural change, who will be 
responsible for those two important tasks. 

In order to carry out this vast undertaking, officers will need 
strong institutional support, which will require that their lost 
symbolic status be restored. 
The officer corps has been 
weakened in recent years by 
an informal loss of influence 
within the broader military 
community. This phenom-
enon seems to impact junior 
officers most especially, 
although it affects the entire 
officer corps as well. In the 
1950s, Huntington developed 
his model of civil–military 
relations to counter the loss 
of influence of officers within 
US society. What we are talk-
ing about here is somewhat 
different, in that we are refer-
ring to a loss of influence not 
within civil society as a whole, 
but within the Canadian mili-
tary community. We do not 
mean to say that there has 
been a reconsideration of the 
corps’ professional status, 
which affects, among other 
things, the conditions of ser-
vice and career progression of 
its members, or a weakening 
of its role or responsibilities 
in the command structure, or 
a re-examination of the legal 
authority it holds. Rather, it 
is a matter of recognizing 
the complex social dynamics 
that have slowly eroded the 
informal influence of officers 
within the CAF community as a whole in recent years. An officer’s 
real power is never based solely on the legal authority that they 
have as a person who holds a commission, as formally expressed 
through rank and position. It is also always based on the informal 
but very real influence that they can exert on non-commissioned 
officers and non-commissioned members. If the influence that a 
person can exert within a group is partly due to certain character 
or personality traits––including charisma, natural eloquence and 
quick-wittedness––it is also always the result of a social configu-
ration governing informal relations among its members, which 
may or may not favour the expression of that influence by some 
of them. This is the case for officers in the CAF, who today must 
increasingly deal with a less favourable social situation.    

This symbolic demotion of officers is rooted in several recent 
developments linked to the CAF, which it would take too long to 
describe in detail,7 but which we cannot fail to mention briefly. 
Firstly, as the organization has become more and more bureau-
cratized, officers have seen their freedom of initiative and action 
shrink over time, particularly since they must, in the performance 
of their duties, submit to increasingly complex administrative 
procedures and a reporting process that has gradually become 
more and more all encompassing. This has led to a risk-averse 
organizational culture within the CAF, which may in the long run 
seriously undermine its operational capabilities in the event of a 

major armed conflict, but that is 
another story. Far from the lead-
ership image with which they 
were once associated, officers 
today are increasingly seen as 
simply civil servants in uniform. 
Although this phenomenon of 
bureaucratization affects the 
CAF as a whole, officers are 
more impacted than non-com-
missioned officers, insofar as 
they are responsible for the main 
administrative functions within 
the organization. Secondly, 
there is a strong social trend 
throughout the West towards 
egalitarianism, the effects of 
which are being felt in a grow-
ing number of institutions and 
organizations in society (think 
of schools, for instance). Until 
now, the CAF has been partly 
spared this trend because it is 
relatively independent from the 
rest of society and its own insti-
tutional traditions carry a lot of 
weight. Now, however, it seems 
that it is no longer immune to 
this pressure, expressed through 
the stigmatization of all mark-
ers of inequality and hierarchy 
so as to more fully reject them 
in favour of an increasingly 
egalitarian vision of the world. 
From a broader social perspec-
tive, there is reason to welcome 

this trend, as it increasingly allows all citizens to realize their 
full potential and ambitions, free from the constraints of social 
status. However, from the point of view of the CAF, this social 
trend bumps up against the organizational principles on which the 
institution is founded. This helps to somewhat explain why the 
symbolic status of officers has weakened, when, for example, many 
recruits and officer cadets can no longer intuitively understand 
the justification for maintaining this fundamental structural differ-
ence between the officer corps and the NCO corps. Thirdly, this 
demotion is also evident in the “command team” approach that is 
now dominant in all units. This approach, which is perhaps more 
pronounced in the CAF than in other Western armed forces, con-
tributes to a certain sense of equality, however artificial, between 
the two members of the team, namely the commander and their 
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senior NCO, when in fact the areas of responsibility of the two are 
not comparable. However important the responsibilities and duties 
of a senior NCO may be, the commander alone is in command. 

Therefore, in order to have an officer corps that is up to 
performing its expected role as cultural change agent, it will first 
be necessary to restore the lost symbolic status of its members 
within the CAF. All officers, from second-lieutenant to general, 
will undoubtedly need 
to use all the resources 
of influence at their dis-
posal to accomplish this 
ambitious task. 

An Eminently 
“Political” 
Approach

As cultural change 
agents, officers 

will have to take the 
full measure of the emi-
nently “political” role 
expected of them. Let 
us add a few nuances 
to Huntington’s view of 
the apolitical nature of 
officers, as briefly men-
tioned above.8 A school 
of thought in politi-
cal science that goes 
back to the German 
thinker Carl Schmitt9 
distinguishes between 

politics and the politi-
cal. “Politics” refers to 
partisan politics, that is 
to say, the politics of 
political parties in the 
electoral game that we 
play in a representa-
tive democracy. “The 
political” refers to 
power, understood in 
its broader sense, which 
is expressed beyond the 
game of partisan poli-
tics. It concerns the 
power of which the 
state and its govern-
mental structure are the 
institutional custodians. 
In that sense, the CAF 
organization is at the 
heart of the political, 
as the guarantor of one 
of the highest govern-
mental functions of the 
Canadian state: territo-
rial defence. 

Thus, on the one 
hand, in order to fulfil their role as agents of cultural transfor-
mation, officers will of course have to stay away from “politics.” 
There is no need to belabour this requirement, as the apoliti-
cal reflex appears to be well established among officers today, 
as well as among non-commissioned members in general. On 
the other hand, it will be up to officers to understand the true  
political significance of this transformation. Being apolitical 
must not translate into officers adopting an impolitical stance, 
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Commander of Joint Task Force – IMPACT / Task Force – Central (JTF-I/JTF-C), (then) Brigadier-General Michael Wright, with 
the assistance of A/JTF-I/TF-C Chief Warrant Officer, CWO Richard Coltart, say goodbye to ROTO 3 members who served 
during Operation IMPACT, Joint Task Force – IMPACT / Task Force – Central, at Camp Canada, Ali Al Salem Air Base, Kuwait, 
16 February 2021.
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Sgt Tanya Casey, a volunteer from the Camp Nathan Smith, greets an Afghan woman during the celebration of Eid al-Adha 
organized by the Kandahar Provincial Reconstruction Team where bags of flour, prayer carpets and tea were donated.  
Eid al-Adha is a Muslim Holiday celebrated by Muslims worldwide, in Afghanistan, 21 November 2009.
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which would mean not 
allowing themselves to 
understand the political 
stakes and the forces 
at work in the current 
cultural transformation 
process. To fully grasp 
the implications of such a 
process will first require 
officers to understand the 
mechanisms that have 
allowed the problematic 
organizational culture 
to persist in the CAF, 
despite efforts over time 
to eradicate it. Officers 
will then have to famil-
iarize themselves with 
the abundant literature 
that exists on the subject. 
Then, they must work on 
fully understanding why 
this cultural transforma-
tion is essential for the 
CAF, before being able 
to serve as educators for 
non-commissioned mem-
bers. It will then be easier 
for them to understand how essential this cultural transformation 
is to an increasingly ethnoculturally diverse military community. A 
more inclusive vision of the organization will certainly contribute 
to the development of a sense of belonging and a stronger esprit 
de corps among those who continue to be marginalized or even 
excluded by certain cultural practices within the CAF and civil-
ian society in general. Similarly, the officer will be better able 
to appreciate the merits of such an approach from an operational 
point of view. Indeed, since the military operations in Afghanistan 
and Iraq, several studies tend to show that a more ethnoculturally 
diverse armed force is more effective when it comes to conducting 
operations in irregular theatres, where victory often depends in 
large part on winning the hearts and minds of civilian populations. 

Moreover, it is precisely because they understand the political 
nature of this undertaking that officers will be able to overcome 
some of the opposition and resistance that such changes inevitably 
engender. The scale of these cultural changes may be perceived 
by some CAF members as a direct attack on their institutional 
identity. Members are protective of the distinct identity of the 
CAF, which is nurtured by customs and traditions that stem in part 
from its historical and cultural heritage but that are also forged 
through a deliberate, symbolic demarcation from civilian society. 
That is not to claim that the culture of sexualization, racism or 
discrimination is an integral part of the institutional identity of the 
CAF––if it were, then we would be dealing with a truly “systemic” 
problem.10 However, as agents of cultural change, officers will 
need to counter this impression by demonstrating how important 
it is for the CAF to rid itself once and for all of this organizational 

culture without sacrificing anything of its unique institutional 
identity; this culture is not only operationally counterproductive 
but is also incompatible with the mission of this institution in the 
service of the state. 

Conclusion

The CAF faces major changes in the years to come. These 
changes will, of course, call for a review of socialization 

processes, including those to which recruits and officer cadets 
are subjected upon enrolment. It will require a review of the 
disciplinary framework, including the handling of complaints 
about sexual behaviour. It will likely also involve a review of 
the training system. But above all, this cultural transforma-
tion can only ultimately be achieved by placing a high value 
on education within the CAF. Education will always remain 
the key to making changes of the nature and magnitude 
expected here. If, in the immediate future, it is important to 
emphasize the essential role of officers as agents of cultural 
change, in the end, it is of course only through education 
that the CAF will be able to rid itself once and for all of a 
culture that needs to be banished and subsequently put in 
place a new organizational culture that respects everyone’s 
contribution, that is free of the most simplistic prejudices 
towards certain cultures, and that is capable of grasping the 
true complexity of the world through the most appropriate 
conceptual and analytical tools. That will involve fostering 
a culture of education for all military personnel, both for 
officers, notably through the programs offered by the military 
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Major-General Craig Aitchison reviews the parade comprised of officer cadets and naval cadets during the badging ceremony 
that marked the conclusion of the First Year Orientation Program (FYOP) at RMC Saint-Jean, 11 September 2021. 
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colleges and the Canadian Forces College, and for non- 
commissioned officers and non-commissioned members, 
through the Robert Osside Profession of Arms Institute. In 
addition, outside of the institutional educational frameworks, 
that will have to be done by encouraging intellectual curiosity, 
reading and reflection among all military personnel. There is 

no doubt in our minds that developing a capacity for critical 
thinking that is rooted in a broad general culture offers, among 
other advantages, the most solid way of making sure that the 
CAF does not fall back into a culture that more than twenty-
five years of awareness campaigns has failed to eradicate. 

NOTES

1 Mandate of this new position: https://www. 
canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/ 
corporate/organizational-structure/chief- 
professional-conduct-culture.html, page accessed 
on 10 July 2021.

2 For the purposes of this discussion, we understand 
“organizational culture” to mean: “A pattern 
shared assumptions that the group learned as it 
solved its problems of external adaptation and 
internal integration, that worked well enough to 
be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to 
new members as the correct way to perceive think, 
and feel in relations to these problems.”(Edgar H. 
Schein, Organizational Culture and Leadership, 
3rd edition, Jossey-Bass, 2004, p. 17.)”

3 Survey on Sexual Misconduct in the Canadian 
Armed Forces (SSMCAF), 2018, https://www150.
statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/85-603-x/85-603-x2019002-
eng.htm, page accessed on 15 November 2021. 

4 External Review into Sexual Misconduct 
and Sexual Harassment in the Canadian 
Armed Forces, https://www.canada.ca/en/
depar tment -na t iona l -defence /corpora te /
reports-publications/sexual-misbehaviour/
external-review-2015.html, report accessed on 
16 November 2021, and Sexual Harassment 
and Violence in the Canadian Armed Forces, 
https://sencanada.ca/content/sen/committee/ 
421/SECD/Reports/SECD_Report_harassment_
May_19_e.pdf, report accessed on 16 November 2021.

5 Dishonoured Legacy: The Lessons of the Somalia 
Affair: Report of the Commission of Inquiry into 
the Deployment of Canadian Forces to Somalia, 
https://publications.gc.ca/site/eng/9.700365/ 
publication.html, page accessed on 10 July 2021.

6 These efforts have continued over time, such 
as with the establishment in December 2020 
of the Advisory Panel on Systemic Racism, 
Discrimination with a Focus on Anti-Indigenous 
and Anti-Black Racism, LGBTQ2+ Prejudice, 
Gender Bias and White Supremacy, https://
www.canada.ca/en/department-national-defence/ 
corporate/defence-portfolio/minister-advisory-
panel.html, page accessed on 15 November 2021.

7 This loss of influence deserves further analysis; as 
to our knowledge, it appears as though it has never 
been addressed in the research.  

8 The issue of officer apoliticism championed by 
Huntington is the subject of numerous analyses, 
including by Risa Brooks in “The Paradoxes 
of Huntingtonian Professionalism,” in Lionel 
Beehner, Risa Brooks and Daniel Maurer 
(eds.), Reconsidering American Civil–Military 
Relations: The Military, Society, Politics, and 
Modern War, Oxford University Press, 2020.

9 See La notion de politique (1931) [English 
title: The Concept of the Political] and Théorie 
du partisan (1962) [English title: Theory of 
the Partisan], trans. M.-L. Steinhauser, Paris, 
Flammarion, 2009.

10 Without wishing to engage in a semantic debate, 
let us stress that a problematic phenomenon 
can be said to be “systemic” if it results from 
the intrinsic nature of the system in which it 
manifests itself, meaning that, in the organiza-
tion within which this system unfolds, it finds 
the resources to develop, and explicit or implicit 
support from the organization’s leadership, by 
fulfilling a core function in the organization’s 
fundamental mission. Changes to systemic prob-
lems are not made without radically changing an 
organization. In other words, when dealing with 
systemic problems, what is needed is to change 
systems entirely, not just change “the” system. By 
contrast, the problems that this initiative seeks to 
address are not just about individuals, as has been 
amply emphasized so far. The problems, serious 
as they are, are not at the heart of any system that 
the CAF would be unable to dispense with with-
out ceasing to exist. As we now recognize, these 
problems are rooted in an informal and discordant 
organizational culture that the CAF can very well 
get rid of without undermining its institutional 
identity.    


