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Leading Marines

Introduction: The Essence of
Leadership in the Corps

Leadership is not merely a title or a rank; it is a solemn
responsibility, especially within the United States Marine
Corps. The concept of Leading Marines transcends basic
management—it is about earning trust, embodying core
values, and forging warriors who are ready to face any
challenge. For decades, the Marine Corps has cultivated a
unique leadership ethos that emphasizes honor, courage,
and commitment. Whether on the battlefield or in garrison,
effective leadership is the bedrock of unit cohesion and
mission success. This article explores the fundamental
principles, challenges, and timeless strategies behind leading
Marines, offering insights that apply not only to military
professionals but to anyone in a position of influence.

The Foundation:
Understanding the Marine
Ethos

To lead Marines effectively, one must first understand what



makes them different. Marines are volunteers who have
chosen a path of discipline, sacrifice, and service. They are
trained to be adaptable, resilient, and fiercely loyal. The
Marine Corps’ leadership doctrine is built on a few core
pillars: leading by example, knowing your Marines, and
developing future leaders. Without these, any attempt at
leading Marines will fall short.

Leading by Example: The Non-Negotiable
Standard

The first and most crucial aspect of Leading Marines is
personal example. Marines constantly watch their leaders.
They notice whether a leader arrives early, maintains
physical fitness, and lives the Corps’ values. A leader who
demands excellence but does not embody it will quickly
lose credibility. As the saying goes, “Be, Know, Do”—the
foundation of Marine Corps leadership. Leaders must be
the standard, not merely enforce it.

Knowing Your Marines: Beyond the Surface

Effective leadership requires more than tactical expertise. It
requires genuine care. Knowing a Marine’s name, family
situation, aspirations, and struggles builds trust. When a
Marine knows their leader cares, they will go through fire
for that leader. This principle is central to Leading
Marines—it is not transactional but relational. Regular one-
on-one conversations, awareness of morale, and addressing
personal challenges are hallmarks of a leader who truly
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knows their Marines.

Building Trust and Cohesion

Trust is the currency of leadership. Without it, orders
become commands without buy-in. In the Marine Corps,
trust is earned through consistent actions, transparency, and
fairness. A leader who shows favoritism or makes arbitrary
decisions destroys unit cohesion. Conversely, a leader who
takes responsibility for failures and gives credit for
successes fosters an environment where Marines feel
valued.

The Role of Communication in Leading
Marines

Clear, honest communication is vital. Marines need to
understand the “why” behind orders, especially in complex
missions. When leaders communicate the purpose and
intent, Marines develop initiative and judgment. This is
particularly important in decentralized operations, where
small unit leaders must make rapid decisions. Encouraging
open dialogue—where junior Marines can voice concerns
without fear of retribution—strengthens the entire
organization.

Challenges in Modern Marine Leadership

Today’s Marines face unique challenges: rapid technological



change, diverse cultural backgrounds, and the stress of
multiple deployments. Leading Marines in this environment
requires adaptability. Leaders must be proficient with new
systems but also grounded in timeless values. Additionally,
mental health and suicide prevention have become critical
leadership responsibilities. Recognizing signs of distress and
connecting Marines with resources is now a core leadership
duty.

Developing Future Leaders:
The Multiplication Effect

One of the distinguishing features of Marine Corps
leadership is the emphasis on succession. Every Marine
leader is tasked with developing their replacement. This
means mentoring junior Marines, giving them progressive
responsibility, and allowing them to make mistakes in
training. Empowering subordinates builds confidence and
prepares them to lead. The ultimate measure of a leader is
not how many followers they have, but how many leaders
they create.

Mentorship and Coaching

Formal mentorship programs are common, but effective
mentorship is often informal. A senior non-commissioned
officer (NCO) taking a junior Marine aside after a field
exercise to critique performance is a powerful example of
Leading Marines through coaching. Mentorship should be
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intentional, focusing on character development, professional
competence, and career guidance.

Teaching Critical Thinking

Marines must think on their feet. Leaders must teach
problem-solving under pressure. Using tactical decision
games, after-action reviews, and scenario-based training
helps Marines develop judgment. Asking a junior Marine
“What would you do?” rather than telling them fosters
independent thinking. This approach is essential for leading
Marines in fluid, chaotic environments.

Decision-Making Under
Pressure

Leadership in the Marine Corps is often tested in high-
stress situations. Combat, humanitarian crises, or even high-
intensity training evolutions require rapid, sound decisions.
The leader’s ability to remain calm, assess risk, and act
decisively inspires confidence. Leading Marines means
understanding the concept of “commander’s intent”—giving
subordinates the flexibility to achieve the mission in the best
way they see fit, as long as it aligns with the overall plan.

The Balance of Discipline and Compassion

A common tension in Leading Marines is balancing
firmness with empathy. Discipline is non-negotiable;



standards must be upheld. However, a leader who shows
compassion—such as allowing time off for a family
emergency  o r  r ecogn i z ing  a  Mar ine ’ s  ex t r a
effort—strengthens loyalty. The best leaders walk this line
carefully, applying the same rules to all but understanding
individual circumstances.

Practical Strategies for
Leading Marines

Based on decades of Marine Corps leadership research,
here are actionable strategies for anyone in a leadership
position:

Set the standard. Your behavior sets the floor, not
the ceiling. If you cut corners, your Marines will, too.
Conduct meaningful inspections. Use gear checks
and room inspections as opportunities to teach, not
just enforce.
Recognize achievement. Public recognition for
small wins motivates the team and reinforces desired
behaviors.
Be present. Walk among your Marines during field
operations, chow time, and physical training.
Visibility builds trust.
Encourage feedback. Use anonymous surveys or
open forums to learn what your Marines really think.
Lead from the front. Take on the hardest tasks
yourself, especially during shared hardships like long
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marches or cold nights.

Leading Across Generations

Today’s Marine Corps includes Gen Z recruits who have
different communication styles and expectations. Effective
leading Marines now requires understanding digital culture,
but also holding fast to traditional values. Use technology
for efficiency, but never let it replace face-to-face
interaction. Adapt your leadership to the audience while
maintaining core principles.

Conclusion: The Unyielding
Commitment to Leadership

Leading Marines is not a skill that can be fully learned from
a manual. It is lived, refined, and passed down through
generations. It demands constant self-improvement,
humility, and courage. Whether you are a newly promoted
sergeant or a seasoned officer, the fundamentals remain:
lead by example, know your people, develop them, and earn
their trust. The future of the Corps depends on leaders who
embrace this challenge with integrity and passion. As the
Marines say, “Leadership is the most important thing we
do”—and those who dedicate themselves to this art will find
that the Marines they lead will follow them anywhere.


