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‘Th e era of the strategic corporal is here. Th e soldier of today must possess professional 

mastery of warfare, but match this with political and media sensitivity.’

Lieutenant General Peter Leahy, Chief of Army, 18 October 2002

I
n most modern Western armies, soldiers are expected to be not only tech-

nically profi cient in warfi ghting, but also capable of supervising civil aff airs, 

providing humanitarian aid and performing a range of activities relating to 

order and stability. As networked technologies fl atten command structures, new 

doctrine and revised training regimes are likely to be required in order to prepare 

individual soldiers to assume greater responsibility on the multidimensional 

21st-century battlespace.

As a result of these trends, the Australian Army must begin to foster a military 

culture that is aimed at preparing non-commissioned offi  cers (NCOs) to become 

what has been described as ‘strategic corporals’. Th e term strategic corporal refers to 

the devolution of command responsibility to lower rank levels in an era of instant 

communications and pervasive media images.
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Th is article has three aims. First, it seeks to investigate the idea of a strategic corporal 

and to identify the skills that such an individual should possess. Second, it examines 

whether the current Army training system is capable of producing strategic corporals. 

Finally, the article attempts to identify those adjustments that may be necessary in land 

force training in order to develop soldiers that are capable of assuming greater respon-

sibility in a complex and multidimensional battlespace.

The Idea of a Strategic Corporal

Th e notion of a strategic corporal has become 

popular in the Army in recent years. Th is situa-

tion has arisen largely because of the increased 

responsibility that is being assigned to junior 

military leaders and to small military teams 

across a spectrum of military operations, ranging 

from warfi ghting through peace operations to 

humanitarian missions. In military circles, the 

basic premise underlying the idea of a strategic 

corporal is a general belief that future opera-

tions will be more complex in character and will 

require an increased level of junior leadership. 

As a result, the Army may need to consider new training requirements in such areas 

as the Law of Armed Confl ict, cultural awareness, and the discriminate use of force, 

as well as improved liaison and mediation skills.

While there is no general agreement on the meaning of a strategic corporal, for 

the purposes of this article the term is defi ned as follows:

A strategic corporal is a soldier that possesses technical mastery in the skill of arms while 

being aware that his judgment, decision-making and action can all have strategic and 

political consequences that can aff ect the outcome of a given mission and the reputation 

of his country. 1

In some respects, a type of strategic corporal has always been a feature of the 

Australian Regular Army’s small-unit military culture. As the US commander in 

Vietnam in the 1960s, General William Westmoreland, noted in his memoirs:

Small in numbers and well trained, particularly in antiguerrilla warfare, the Australian 

Army was much like the post-Versailles German Army in which even men in the ranks 

might have been leaders in some less capable force. 2

… the basic premise 

underlying the idea of 

a strategic corporal is a 

general belief that future 

operations will be more 

complex in character …
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Th is ‘post-Versailles’ tradition continues in the Australian Army but arguably 

must be adapted to 21st-century conditions. Discussion of the strategic corporal 

oft en includes supplementing traditional military profi ciency with modern media 

awareness, cultural and foreign language knowledge, and understanding of the Law 

of Armed Confl ict. Th ere is also a requirement for soldiers to grasp specifi c Rules 

of Engagement on particular missions and to be capable of adapting to a spectrum 

of operations that embraces peace, crisis and war.

Producing a Strategic Corporal: Training, 
Education and Professional Development

Th e Army regards military training as a planned process to modify skills, knowl-

edge and attitudes through learning experiences in order to achieve eff ective 

performance in an activity or range of activities. Th e Army has a well-devel-

oped training continuum that focuses on individual and collective training as a 

means to develop profi ciency. Th e purpose of individual training is to produce 

a self-confi dent and disciplined soldier who is physically fi t, well motivated, and 

equipped with the basic competencies and fi ghting qualities needed to survive in 

the battlespace. Such a soldier should also be capable of operating as a member 

of a team or crew. 3 For its part, collective training builds on individual training 

and team drills to develop cohesive, competent and operationally ready units. 

Collective training embraces every aspect of a unit’s or formation’s mission, 

including tactics, all-arms cooperation, command and control, and control and 

administration. When applied correctly, collective training can be a signifi cant 

force multiplier. 4

In the land force, education is defi ned as those activities that aim at developing 

the knowledge, skills, moral values and understanding required in all aspects of 

life, rather than skills and knowledge relating to only a limited fi eld of activity. 5 

Soldiers require more than skill to perform their tasks. Th ey must also have a 

broader understanding of concepts and processes, and the knowledge and under-

standing to justify their actions. Th e essential function of academic education in 

any context (both civilian and military) is to develop an individual’s intellectual 

capacity. Academic education seeks to achieve cognitive development and allow 

individuals to question and hypothesise, and to explain and solve problems. 

However, military education is also concerned with how people, individually and 

collectively, apply their non-material resources of intellect, emotion, motivation 

and leadership. 6 Th e ability to apply these resources is regarded in the Army as 

a critically important element in the human dimension of warfi ghting. Although 

soldiers may need further education to perform their various tasks, it is important 

to note that the skills involved in developing a potential strategic corporal do not 
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necessarily require an academic approach. Rather, what is needed is the develop-

ment of a soldier’s professional education. Making a distinction between academic 

studies and professional development is of great importance when discussing the 

idea of a strategic corporal.

The Role of Professional Development

Professional development occupies a posi-

tion between academic education and military 

training. 7 Education in topics such as military 

law and leadership, military history, current 

aff airs and ethics should be considered as 

part of professional development studies. 

Such studies should be aimed at providing 

knowledge that is of direct value to soldiers 

in the execution of their duties. Most soldiers 

do not require in-depth academic education 

in subjects such a military history or interna-

tional relations. Rather, they require a basic applied knowledge of these subjects 

alongside a ‘lessons learnt’ approach that assists in soldierly decision-making 

and judgment. Th e Army needs to recognise that the cultivation of the skills and 

knowledge necessary for a soldier to be operationally eff ective is an outcome that 

draws on both training and education processes. It is not a choice between two 

opposite poles of activity but a question of embracing both in the right balance and 

proportion. In short, training and education are complementary in the professional 

development of military personnel. For example, training routines teach soldiers 

to perfect procedures in order to master their military environment. For its part, 

military education provides the individual soldier with a deeper understanding of 

the profession of arms.

Achieving an eff ective balance between training needs and education require-

ments is one of the most important challenges facing the Australian Army at the 

beginning of the 21st century. Th e challenge is to retain the land force’s excellent 

training regime while ensuring that new educational requirements are not neglected. 

In order to inform future training decisions, the Army needs to be fully aware of 

both the strengths and weaknesses of its current training system, of lessons learnt 

from past operations and of trends in military education. In general terms, the 

Army training system is robust and is eff ective in producing good-quality soldiers 

and junior non-commissioned offi  cers. Th e Regimental Sergeant Major of the 

Army considers that Australian soldiers are highly trained in basic infantry skills 

and have a good knowledge of such areas as Rules of Engagement and the Law of 

Armed Confl ict. 8

Most soldiers do not 

require in-depth academic 

education in subjects 

such a military history or 

international relations.
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Training Lessons from East Timor

An examination of the experience of the 5/7 Battalion, Th e Royal Australian 

Regiment (5/7 RAR), on Operations Warden and Tanager in East Timor is also 

instructive with regard to Army training. 9 Th e battalion was in East Timor from 

7 October 1999 until 21 May 2000. Before its deployment, offi  cers and NCOs 

detected a number of training defi ciencies. One of these defi ciencies was that 

reinforcement personnel received only six weeks of Initial Employment Training. 

Th is period of training was insuffi  cient to prepare soldiers for operations and 

further training in collective infantry skills was necessary before reinforcements 

were deployed. 10

Th e bulk of security work that 5/7 RAR carried out in Dili, the capital of East 

Timor, concerned the security of the population, vital asset protection and manage-

ment of relations with the Indonesian armed forces. In addition, soldiers had to 

engage in humanitarian assistance and the supervision of internally displaced people. 

Th e battalion was highly successful in handling these diverse tasks on its tour of duty 

largely because of the abilities of its platoon and section commanders. 11 In this 

respect, training in the Rules of Engagement and in standard operating procedures 

governing operations in East Timor were important measures in preparing junior 

commanders to assume responsibility on the ground. 12

Briefi ngs by military liaison offi  cers and language training for soldiers prior to 

deployment were also invaluable in readying soldiers for service in East Timor. 

During the mission in East Timor, Australian soldiers at all rank levels were oft en 

called on to mediate or negotiate with a variety of institutions, ranging from civilian 

police to non-government and humanitarian agencies. Th e Army subsequently iden-

tifi ed that an increased emphasis on mediation and negotiation training would be 

a necessary part of military training in the future. 13

Based on the experience of East Timor, the training of soldiers during pre-

deployment should, in the future, include improved Asia-Pacifi c cultural awareness 

and language training wherever possible. 14 For example, all soldiers in a deploying 

force should be able to exchange greetings with local citizens and should be made 

aware of indigenous cultural courtesies. Th ere is, however, also a need for soldiers to 

possess suffi  cient skills to understand basic guidance requirements in more complex 

legal areas such as the provisions governing ceasefi re resolutions and memorandums 

of understanding.

Th e Army’s current training continuum eff ectively equipped soldiers for the 

deployment to East Timor and provided some instruction in cultural awareness 

and language training. However, training in negotiation and mediation techniques 

was oft en either insuffi  cient or ad hoc in character. As a result, the current training 

continuum probably needs to be expanded to include courses in media awareness 
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and an advanced interpersonal skills program that embraces instruction in liaison, 

negotiation and mediation techniques. Th e experience of the British Royal Marines 

in these areas may be of value to the Australian Army. In the Royal Marines, the 

rank of corporal is now considered as the fi rst critical level of junior leadership. 

Th e training approach of the Royal Marines is a direct legacy from the British mili-

tary experience of small-unit operations in Northern Ireland and the Balkans. Th e 

Royal Marines supplement this operational experience with specifi c preparation 

for contingency deployments. An understanding of strategic issues and theatre-

specifi c problems that may occur at junior level are stressed in training and linked 

to operational performance. Th e Royal Marines also conduct media and cultural 

awareness training for junior NCOs. 15

Training and Educational Cultures

Observers have suggested that, in order to meet a 

more complex operational environment, the 21st-

century Australian Army must move beyond a 

‘training culture’ towards an ‘educational culture’. 16 

It has also been argued in some military circles 

that the constabulary role of troops on peace 

operations demands a range of skills that are quali-

tatively diff erent from those of conventional mili-

tary training. 17 For example, on peace operations, 

soldiers are oft en confronted with incidents that 

require restraint in the use of force, impartiality in 

action and the resolution of crisis by mediation. Developing such skills may require a 

new balance between training and education that transcends competency standards 

in favour of more educational and cognitive problem-solving skills. 18 Th e 2004 Senior 

Offi  cer Study Period argued that there is no overarching training philosophy within 

the Army that encompasses education, training and professional development. As a 

result, individual military training is oft en ‘just in case’ training. 19

HNA and the Strategic Corporal

Th e emerging debate between training and education is an important one for the 

current Hardening and Networking the Army (HNA) initiative. Under HNA, the 

Army is undertaking studies designed to illuminate operational requirements over 

the next decade. Th ese studies have included the 2004 Senior Offi  cer Study Period 

on ‘Social Learning in the Army Environment’; tactical lessons learnt from the Land 

Warfare Development Centre at Puckapunyal; and the development of complex 

warfi ghting doctrine and a projected rewriting of Land Warfare Doctrine 1 (LWD1) 

… the 21st-century 

Australian Army must 

move beyond a ‘training 

culture’ towards an 

‘educational culture’.
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by the Directorate of Future Land Warfare in Army Headquarters. In addition, the 

Combined Arms Training and Development Centre at Puckapunyal has undertaken 

a ‘gap analysis’ of tactical and training requirements between Army-in-Being (AIB) 

and the future HNA Objective Force. Finally, the Land Warfare Studies Centre is 

examining some of the cultural changes that might be required in a hardened and 

networked land force.

Under HNA, it is likely that individual soldiers will require a broader, more 

‘educative’ approach to training. Indeed, there has been some speculation that 

future junior NCOs may need to possess attributes that traditionally have been the 

province of the Special Forces, particularly in the realms of cultural awareness and 

language profi ciency. However, it is important to note that an enhanced training 

regime designed to produce a strategic corporal does not necessarily require whole-

sale Special Forces training. Rather, what is 

needed is a systematic program to master 

a range of additional profi ciencies, most of 

which are currently being taught within the 

Army but on an ad hoc basis.

Areas such as media awareness, improved 

foreign-language profi ciency, comparative 

cultural diff erences and educational measures 

to develop a soldier’s basic understanding of 

Australia’s strategic circumstances demand 

greater formalisation in training and educa-

tion programs. An enhanced command 

and leadership component focused on legal issues and Rules of Engagement in the 

context of the US Marine Corps’ formulation of ‘Th ree-Block War’—in which warf-

ighting, peace operations and humanitarian action may occur simultaneously in a 

concentrated area—might also be useful. Finally, the acquisition of new equipment 

and weapons platforms—including the Armed Reconnaissance Helicopter, Abrams 

tanks and unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs)—are likely to necessitate a revision of 

both training content and delivery. 20

Future Training, Recruitment and the Strategic Corporal

How are new training and education measures to be achieved in the Army? In 

terms of the current training system, promotion courses off er one obvious vehicle for 

specifi c training courses relevant to strategic corporal requirements. Unit collective 

training is another avenue in which tactical and operational problem-solving could 

be practised, thereby honing soldierly judgment through simulation. A carefully 

designed, scenario-based individual and collective training regime might represent 

an additional method for training alongside a greater use of experimentation.

… an enhanced training 

regime designed to produce 

a strategic corporal does not 

necessarily require wholesale 

Special Forces training.
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When considering changes in training, 

observers need to appreciate that the 

Australian Army’s individual and collec-

tive training system cannot be disrupted or 

overloaded. Although complex warfi ghting 

doctrine may require a soldier to participate 

in both a military and a humanitarian role, the 

intrinsic warfi ghting role of the soldier must 

always be fi rst and foremost. Accordingly, the best option for the Army may be to rein-

force the current individual training regime and to enhance collective training through 

standardisation and improvements in specifi c areas of pre-deployment training.

An expansive interpretation of the concept of a strategic corporal is likely to 

founder. Any presumption that superior fortitude, endurance, intellect and training 

readiness can be induced in every soldier is unrealistic and may even be counterpro-

ductive. 21 Th e Army must be coldly realistic and must understand that the training 

system can only deliver what fi nance and time—both of which are always in short 

supply—can permit. Th e land force also needs to consider seriously whether all, 

or only some, of its junior NCOs need to be trained as strategic corporals. Th ere 

may even be a case for a degree of specialisation that runs counter to the generalist 

ethos of the Army. Th e key task for trainers is to conduct a systematic analysis of 

the skills that are likely to be required on operations for general-purpose soldiers 

in the future.

Another important area with which the Army needs to come to terms is 

Australia’s faltering demography. Th is factor will critically aff ect recruitment and 

retention. Over the next decade, the Army will have to compete against corporations 

and industries that will be seeking an economic version of the strategic corporal. Th e 

Army, in common with the other services and with the Defence Department as a 

whole, is short of a range of skilled and educated personnel. For example, in the area 

of artisans, the land force has identifi ed forty-seven trades as being ‘problematic’ and 

twelve more as being ‘critical’ in terms of manning. 22 Th e greatest problem that the 

Army may face is this: can a strategic corporal be produced in an Army whose parent 

society is scrambling for human resources because of demographic decline?

Th e publication of Th e Defence Personnel Environment Scan 2020 in August 

2001 noted that interest in military service among young people is in deep decline. 

One of the report’s major conclusions was that, without major changes being made 

to personnel policies and conditions of service, the ADF would struggle to meet 

adequate recruitment and retention rates. Th ese warnings were echoed in a subse-

quent Defence Personnel Environment Scan published in April 2003. 23

An expansive interpretation 

of the concept of a strategic 

corporal is likely to founder.
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Conclusion

In some respects, a ‘post-Versailles’ type of strategic corporal has been a feature of 

the Australian Regular Army’s small-unit military culture since the 1950s. Th ere 

is, however, no exact belief within the Australian Army as to the skills that consti-

tute a strategic corporal. Although the concept is open to continuing debate, in 

general many senior offi  cers view a strategic 

corporal as a highly trained professional soldier 

whose competence in warfi ghting must be 

supplemented by specifi c areas of educational 

knowledge that permit him or her to operate 

eff ectively in multidimensional operations.

Th e current Army training system is robust 

and eff ective, as is evident from the perform-

ance of soldiers on recent operations. However, 

some refi nements in education are probably 

necessary in order to develop modern profi -

ciencies in foreign language, cultural aware-

ness, media training, negotiation techniques 

and confl ict-resolution skills. Th ese educational skills need to be formal rather than 

ad hoc in character and must be aligned to eff ective pre-deployment training. Th e 

main task facing trainers and military educators in the early 21st century is how to 

best equip the individual junior leader both mentally and physically for the chal-

lenges of a transformed security environment. In this sense, the strategic corporal 

concept is about adapting the Army’s ethos and older values to a range of new 

attitudes and codes of behaviour that today’s complex battlespace demands.
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