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Duty with Honour: The Profession of Arms in Canada was first published 
in 2003 as a cornerstone document within the Canadian Forces pro-
fessional development system. I am pleased to promulgate this second 

edition of the manual; an edition that reflects the organizational changes that 
have occurred in the Canadian Forces (CF) as a result of the initiation of CF 
Transformation in 2005.

The profession of arms in Canada is an honourable one.  There is no doubt 
however that we, as military professionals, must cope with extreme demands, 
frequent hardships, and ever-present danger at sea, on land, and in the air. At 
the same time, we are richly rewarded with a unique sense of accomplishment 
that rises from honourably meeting the expectations of Canadians and our 
security partners.

As military professionals, we serve in different environments, wear different 
ranks, and are developed in a wide variety of different occupations. But, as this 
manual makes clear, a greater Canadian Forces ethos binds us together and 
points to our higher loyalty to Canada and the rule of law. Service to Canada 
is, and always shall be, our primary duty.  Duty with Honour will help us to 
perform this duty to the highest standards of military professionalism.

Duty with Honour remains a defining document for Canada’s profession of 
arms and must be read and understood by all who wear the uniform.

I am proud to lead Canada’s profession of arms.  The Canadian Forces will 
continue to exhibit the highest standards of military professionalism at home 
and abroad. The Canadian people deserve and expect no less.

Walter Natynczyk .
General .
Chief of the Defence Staff

Preface



This manual describes the profession of arms in Canada for the 
benefit of members of the Canadian Forces (CF) and indeed all 
citizens.  It presents the theoretical and philosophical under-

pinnings of the profession, shows how in practice it serves Canada and 
Canadian interests, and codifies, for the first time, what it means to be 
a Canadian military professional.

Such a summary will help members of the CF fully understand their 
essential contribution to the security and well-being of their fellow 
citizens.  Based on the profession’s unique role of providing for the 
ordered application of lawful military force in accordance with govern-
ment direction, this contribution must reflect the highest standards of 
military professionalism.

Chapters One and Two address the profession of arms in theoretical 
terms and articulate a full statement of the Canadian military ethos. 
These sections describe the professional attributes of responsibility, 
expertise, identity and military ethos, in particular the special role of 
the military ethos as a unifying force or spirit. The remaining parts of 
Duty with Honour explain how the profession of arms is practised on a 
day-to-day basis and frame the attributes of the profession in a strictly 
Canadian context. Here, all members of the Canadian Forces—com-
manders, leaders and followers—can see what their professional duty 
consists of and how it is to be performed. The manual concludes with 
principles to guide the stewardship of the profession and presents 
some probable future challenges.

Duty with Honour provides an understanding and vision of the 
Canadian military professional.  Intended to be both inspirational 
and educational, it therefore establishes the intellectual and doctri-
nal basis for all personnel and professional development policies in 
the Canadian Forces.  The Canadian Forces Leadership Institute is 
responsible for the management and updating of this manual, under 
the auspices of the Canadian Defence Academy.

FOREWORD

2	



Section 1	I ntroduction....................................  4
Section 2	�E volution of the  

Profession of Arms..........................  5
Section 3 	� The Profession of  

Arms in Canada..............................  10
Section 4	� The Attributes of the  

Profession of Arms  
in Canada........................................  14

Section 5	 Conclusion......................................  23



The history of the military profession in Canada is inextricably 
linked to the history of the nation itself.  With roots in the 
historical fighting traditions of the First Nations and the 

military traditions of New France and the British colonial militias, the 
first regular units of what constitutes today’s Canadian Forces were 
formed shortly after Confederation. These units—schools of artillery in 
Kingston and Quebec—provided the Canadian militia with the initial 
professional competence needed to secure the new nation against 
potential threats, including those posed by its far larger and more 
powerful neighbour, the United States of America.

Although such threats have changed over time, the defence of Canada 
and its interests remain the primary focus of the Canadian military 
profession and the volunteer professionals who serve in uniform. 
Indeed, the fundamental purpose of the Canadian profession of arms 
is the ordered, lawful application of military force pursuant to govern-
mental direction. This simple fact defines an extraordinary relationship 
of trust among the people of Canada, the Canadian Forces as an 
institution and those members of the Forces who have accepted the 
“unlimited liability”1 inherent in the profession of arms. At the same 
time, armed conflict continues to become more complex, characterized 
by highly nuanced political situations, sophisticated weaponry, 
revolutionary information technology and unprecedented public 
scrutiny—all of which combine to increase the demands placed on 
the military professional.

The requirement for trust between the Canadian Forces and the 
Canadian people, together with the complex environment of modern 
armed conflict, makes it imperative that all members of the country’s 
military share a common understanding of the concept of military 
professionalism and how it applies to Canada and its citizens. Equally 
important, the success of the Canadian Forces in armed conflicts 
depends upon its members having a common understanding of the 
military ethos and embracing both a collective and individual identity as 
members of the Canadian profession of arms. This chapter addresses 
that shared understanding by describing the theoretical framework of 
military professionalism and defining its salient characteristics.

Section 1 IntroductionThe fundamental 
purpose of 	
the Canadian 	
profession of 
arms is the 
ordered, lawful 
application of 
military force 
pursuant to 	
governmental 
direction.
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1	� General Sir John Hackett described the concept of unlimited liability in his book The Profession 
of Arms (London: Times Publishing, 1963) when he said, “The essential basis of military 
life is the ordered application of force under an unlimited liability. It is the unlimited liability 
which sets the man who embraces this life somewhat apart. He will be (or should be) always a 
citizen. So long as he serves he will never be a civilian.” See section 2.3 of this manual for a 
definition of unlimited liability.



Throughout history, military forces have been associated with the 
evolution of the state. In the early modern period — usually dated 
from the Peace of Westphalia in 1648 — central governments 

consolidated their monopoly of power and control over their territories, 
and these forces were centralized and subordinated to sovereign 
governments.  With the emergence of Western liberal democracies, 
the principle of civil control of the military gained widespread accept-
ance, meaning essentially that civil authorities set policies and the 
military executed their missions solely in response to government 
direction.  These militaries, however, did not begin to take on the 
attributes of a modern profession until the turn of the 19th century.

By mid-century, rapid advances in military technology and concepts 
of centralized command and control caused Western forces to accelerate 
the process of professionalization. By the time of the U.S. Civil War 
(1861–64) and the Franco-Prussian War (1870), extensive use of 
railroads and the telegraph required the development of general staff 
systems, including the schools — from cadet to senior officer — to 
support them.  This facilitated the management of the specialized 
knowledge needed for effectiveness at the right place and time.

One important consequence of these developments was the end of 
hereditary appointments, the purchase of commissions and other 
time-honoured traditions of officership. With these anachronisms no 
longer in place, the way was clear for further progress based on merit 
and higher education.  By the end of the 19th century, almost every 
Western army and navy was embracing professionalization.

By the mid 19 th 
century, rapid 
advances in 	
military technology 
and concepts 	
of centralized 	
command and 	
control caused 
Western militaries 
to accelerate 	
the process of 	
professionalization.
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Section 2 Evolution of 
the Profession of Arms
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This new trend of increasing military professionalization was part of 
a larger movement in Western societies. Such then-emerging profes-
sions as medicine and law — two of the earliest disciplines to subject 
their practitioners to regulation and codes of conduct — demonstrated 
a growing tendency to regulate and control the practice of specific 
skills that benefit the community as a whole. In addition, governments 
introduced the professional licence as a means of maintaining “good 
standing” with recognized governing bodies.

In fact, professions have developed in the West in response to two 
imperatives: a societal imperative to ensure their ability to successfully 
fulfill their special responsibility to the community and a functional 
imperative to guarantee the necessary high quality and relevance of 
their systematically acquired body of knowledge. The implications of 
these imperatives for the profession of arms will be discussed in detail 
in Section Three.

This manual will adopt the following definition of a profession, which 
has been synthesized from the scholarly literature:

A profession is an exclusive group of people who 
possess and apply a systematically acquired body 
of knowledge derived from extensive research, 
education, training and experience. Members of a 
profession have a special responsibility to fulfill 
their function competently and objectively for the 
benefit of society. Professionals are governed by a 
code of ethics that establishes standards of conduct 
while defining and regulating their work. This code 
of ethics is enforced by the members themselves and 
contains values that are widely accepted as legitimate 
by society at large.



Professions are 	
characterized by 
specific attributes: 
responsibility,	
expertise, identity 	
and vocational ethic. 	
In the profession of 
arms, this vocational 
ethic is subsumed 
under the broader 	
construct of the 	
military ethos.

q
The military profes-
sion is expected to 
adhere to a military 
ethos reflecting 	
society’s values 	
and to remain 	
subordinate to 	
the civil authority. 
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Professions are characterized, therefore, by specific attributes: 
responsibility acknowledges a special duty to society; expertise 
describes the body of abstract theoretical knowledge they possess; 
identity reflects the members’ unique standing within society; and 
vocational ethic makes explicit the particular values and obligations that 
form the foundation of the profession, underpinning and binding it 
together. In the profession of arms, this vocational ethic is subsumed 
in the broader construct of the military ethos. Last, professions practise 
their expertise within specialized domains accepted as legitimate by 
society and closely regulated by government.

The classic works of Samuel P. Huntington (The Soldier and the State) 
and Morris Janowitz (The Professional Soldier) use this generic model 
of a profession to describe military professionalism from the perspec-
tives of political science and sociology.  General Sir John Hackett’s 
seminal work, The Profession of Arms, provides a philosophical and 
ethical view. These works have informed most Western thinking on 
the nature of the profession of arms and the concept of military pro-
fessionalism. They conclude that the essential function of the military 
profession is the ordered application of military force in defence of 
the state and its interests.

The collective nature of military action, and the necessity that 
nation-states exercise a monopoly over the use of force within their 
boundaries, mean that military professionalism is exercised within the 
institutional setting of navies, armies, air forces and, with increasing 
frequency, organizations consisting of two or more of these services, 
referred to as joint commands, such as the Canadian Expeditionary 
Force Command (CEFCOM), Canada Command (Canada COM), 
Canadian Special Operations Forces Command (CANSOFCOM), 
and Canadian Operational Support Command (CANOSCOM) or the 
Unified Commands of the U.S. forces.2 Given the constitutional forms 
of governance adopted in the West, coupled with the values that most 
Western societies share, the military profession is expected to adhere 
to a military ethos reflecting these values and to remain subordinate 
to the civil authority.3 

2	� As described in the Strategic Capability Plan, the word “joint” connotes activities, 
operations, organizations, etc., in which elements of more than one service of the  .
same nation participate.

3	� The scholarly literature upon which this discussion of professions and military  .
professionalism has been based, and which likewise informs the rest of this manual,  .
can be found in the selected bibliography.



Figure 1-1 highlights the critical role of the military ethos in unify-
ing the other professional attributes of the profession of arms.  The 
military ethos reflects how military professionals view themselves 
(identity), how they fulfill their function (expertise) and how they 
relate to their government and to society (responsibility). Figure 1-1 
also illustrates that the military profession can only operate within the 
boundaries established for the military institution by the state.

	

Figure 1-1 Theoretical construct of the Profession of Arms in Canada

8	 Chapter 1 • THE MILITARY PROFESSION IN CANADA



The profession 	
of arms is distin-	
guished in two 
respects. First, 	
it is a collective 	
profession. 	
Second, the 	
military serves 	
only the state.
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Although the profession of arms reflects many of the characteristics of 
other professions, it is distinguished from them in two respects.

First, it is a collective profession rather than an associational one. In an 
associational profession, members typically function independently, 
dealing directly with their clients, as is usually the case with the 
medical and legal professions. In collective professions, no individual 
or even a subgroup of individuals can accomplish the ends sought; 
rather, it is the collective as a whole that acts.  A higher degree of 
organization and specialization is therefore required for collective 
professions than is normal for associational professions.

In the profession of arms, for example, specialization results in a 
division of labour that is reflected both in its functional structure 
(environments, branches, etc.) and in its hierarchical rank structure, 
which then allows for the assignment of specific responsibilities. 
Expertise is distributed throughout the military profession as a result 
of this specialization and must be mobilized, focused and coordinated 
if it is to be effective. At the same time, all members of the profession 
share a core identity and a common responsibility that is manifest in 
the values described by the military ethos.

Second, the profession of arms serves the state.  Armed forces in 
Western democracies are subordinate to the elected civil authority 
and prohibited from operating outside the boundaries that authority sets. 
In essence, armed forces are the creation of the state and act as an arm 
of the elected government. Therefore, the military professional does 
not practise his or her profession outside the organizational structure 
of the armed forces.
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Based on this professional construct, the profession of arms in 
Canada can be described as follows:

The profession of arms in Canada is composed of mili-
tary members dedicated to the defence of Canada and 
its interests, as directed by the Government of Canada. 
The profession of arms is distinguished by the concept 
of service before self, the lawful, ordered application 
of military force, and the acceptance of the concept 
of unlimited liability. Its members possess a systematic 
and specialized body of military knowledge and skills 
acquired through education, training and experi-
ence, and they apply this expertise competently and 
objectively in the accomplishment of their missions. 
Members of the Canadian profession of arms share 
a set of core values and beliefs found in the military 
ethos that guides them in the performance of their 
duty and allows a special relationship of trust to be 
maintained with Canadian society. 

Since the military profession can only be practised collectively, and 
within the bounds set by the state, it is a very inclusive profession. 
All uniformed personnel fulfilling operational, support or specialist 
functions are considered military professionals, as they meet the 
criteria outlined below.

Section 3 The Profession 
of Arms in Canada
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All regular force 
and primary 
reserve members 
of the Canadian 
Forces, of all 
ranks, are 	
members of 	
the profession 	
of arms.

q
Throughout 	
the profession, 
responsibility 	
and expertise 
are distributed 
between officers 
and NCMs in 
such a manner as 
to clearly define 
each and make 
the most effec-
tive contribution 
to accomplishing 
the mission.
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In Canada, an individual becomes a member of the profession of arms 
by swearing the Oath of Allegiance and adopting the military uniform, 
thus establishing an essential distinctiveness in Canadian society. 
Thereafter, members demonstrate their professionalism by:

•	 embracing the military ethos;

•	 reaching and maintaining the point at which a member has achieved 
the requirements for first employment in an occupation and main-
taining this qualification;

•	 pursuing the highest standards of the required expertise; and

•	 understanding, accepting and fulfilling all the commitments and 
responsibilities inherent in the profession of arms.

In the Canadian Forces, all non-commissioned members (NCMs), especially 
senior non-commissioned officers (Sr NCOs), warrant officers (WOs), 
petty officers and chief petty officers (POs and CPOs), share leadership 
responsibilities and are required to master complex skills and gain extensive 
knowledge of the theory of conflict.  Therefore, and in accordance with 
the criteria listed, all regular force members of the CF, regardless of 
rank, are members of the profession of arms. Although not necessarily on 
full-time service, primary reserve members are an essential component 
of the nation’s military capability and meet the criteria, and thus are 
accorded professional status. On active duty, they assume the status 
and identity of full-time military professionals.

The inclusive nature of the profession of arms in Canada means that 
the professional relationship between officers and NCMs is one of the 
most important. Indeed, the very existence of these two corps reflects 
the extremely complex nature of the profession of arms and the need 
to organize and structure the profession to accommodate the many 
demands that it faces. Throughout the profession, responsibility and 
expertise are distributed between officers and NCMs in such a manner 
as to clearly define each and make the most effective contribution to 
accomplishing the mission.



The military profession in Canada also includes individuals, such as 
doctors or lawyers, who are members of other professions. They wear 
the uniform and accept the duties and responsibilities of membership 
in the profession of arms, and their specialized expertise is a great 
asset to the overall collective strength of the profession of arms.  At 
the same time, they must also adhere to the codes and ethics of their 
primary profession. This duality creates the potential for a conflict of 
interest between doctor/patient confidentiality and the operational 
readiness of the unit, for example. Resolving these potential conflicts 
between competing professional requirements is one of the key functions 
of the officers who lead these specialist branches. (See Section Three 
for a more detailed treatment of dual professional status.)

Institutional Boundaries

In Canada, the profession of arms is embedded in the institution 
of the Canadian Forces and strongly influenced by history, political 
arrangements, constitutional constraints and international agree-
ments.  Military professionals operate within this institution in both 
the regular force and the primary reserve. In principle, the CF operates 
as an institutional entity separate from the Department of National 
Defence, in a relationship described in the National Defence Act (NDA), 
so they must work effectively with public servants as an integral part 
of a single defence team.

12	 Chapter 1 • THE MILITARY PROFESSION IN CANADA
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The Constitution Act of 1867 provides for establishing armed forces 
at the federal level.  Their command, control and administration 
are set out in the NDA, and the Government of Canada determines 
their mandate, mission and roles in the defence of Canada through 
legislation and Cabinet direction.4 Within the boundaries set by 
this assignment, the military professional must be able to conduct 
operations across the whole spectrum of national security—a fact 
that clearly requires military professionals to be constantly prepared 
to perform any lawful duty, including the application of disciplined 
lethal force, in the service of the nation.  

The mandate, missions and roles of the Canadian Forces include 
support to other government departments and the provinces and 
territories.  The Government of Canada regularly directs the CF to 
participate in a number of tasks in support of the wider government 
mandate, for example, in fisheries patrols and internal security.    In 
today’s complex, non-linear security environment, fully integrated 
operations, referred to as “Whole of Government” or “Comprehensive” 
operations, are the norm.  This involves close collaboration with a 
number of other civilian security partners from the strategic through 
the operational to even the tactical level.

Conducting military operations remains the CF’s overriding pur-
pose, however, and this shapes the fighting identity of Canada’s 
military professionals. It also delineates the profession’s respon-
sibility to the government and to society and dictates the 
expertise necessary for the success of operations. The values and 
beliefs of the profession of arms, expressed and communicated 
by the Canadian military ethos, are also clearly shaped by the 
CF’s unique and special role. 

4	� In much of the scholarly literature, 
the missions and roles assigned  .
by government are often referred 
to as the “jurisdiction” in which 
the profession of arms is practised. 
For example, sociologist James 
Burk describes it thus: “It is true 
that professional standing requires 
control over a domain of social 
life — a jurisdiction — within 
which members of the profession 
try to solve problems by applying 
the special knowledge at their com-
mand.” (James Burk, “Expertise, 
Jurisdiction and Legitimacy of the 
Military Profession” [paper deliv-
ered at West Point, June 2001], 8)



What follows describes the four attributes of the profession 
of arms — responsibility, expertise, identity and the military 
ethos — and their interrelationships in the Canadian context. 

Responsibility

The core responsibility of the Canadian Forces is the defence of Canada 
and Canadian interests, and the country’s military professionals are 
collectively accountable to the government and the people of Canada 
for the successful execution of this primary duty.  Central to this 
responsibility is the need for each individual to be held accountable 
for his or her performance, always acting in compliance with the law 
and maintaining the highest standards with respect to all the professional 
attributes. Since the community is compelled to ensure its security by 
providing its military with increasingly powerful weapons and other 
technologies, it is a professional responsibility to ensure that the highest 
standard of discipline, especially self-discipline, is maintained.

Members of the profession must ensure the care and well-being of 
subordinates.  All leaders must understand, both professionally and 
personally, that this vital responsibility is the basis for fostering and 
maintaining an effective and cohesive force with high morale.  This 
requires personal dedication to the ideals of the military ethos, the 
professional development of subordinates, the careful stewardship 
of resources, and administrative competency and accountability. 
All military professionals have the broader responsibility of maintain-
ing the integrity and reputation of the military profession, ensuring  .
that the Canadian values described in Section 3 of Chapter Two  .
and the Canadian military ethos shape the conduct of operations and 
individual actions.

Section 4 The Attributes 
of the Profession  
of Arms in Canada

The core respon
sibility of the 
Canadian Forces 	
is the defence 	
of Canada and 
Canadian interests, 
and the country’s 	
military profes-
sionals are 
collectively 
accountable to 	
the Government 
and the people 	
of Canada for 	
the successful 	
execution of this 	
primary duty.
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Through their 
commission, 	
officers are 	
given particular 
authority and 
responsibility 
for decisions on 
the use of force. 
These decisions 
set the context 
within which 
NCMs carry 	
out operations.

	 Chapter 1 • THE MILITARY PROFESSION IN CANADA	 15

Beyond this responsibility for cohesion and high morale that every 
member of the Canadian Forces shares, each has additional respon-
sibilities that derive from his or her specific appointment within the 
organization.  These range from responsibility for the maintenance and 
operation of an individual piece of equipment to providing advice to 
the government on the commitment of forces. Therefore, every member 
has clear responsibility and accountability for the performance of his 
or her duties within the Canadian Forces chain of command.

In this regard, a fundamental division of responsibility in the 
Canadian profession of arms occurs between officers and NCMs. 
Today, the differences between the Officer and NCM Corps can be 
described in terms of competencies, authority and responsibility.5 

Through their commission, officers are given particular authority and 
responsibility for decisions on the use of force. These decisions, from 
the tactical through to the strategic level, set the context within which 
NCMs carry out operations.

The officer’s commission also signifies the right and privilege to 
command.  Consequently, beyond the responsibility to effectively 
lead troops into danger, officers are empowered to command subor-
dinates into harm’s way.  In all situations, the officer in a command 
appointment is responsible for creating the conditions for a mission’s 
success, including a clear statement of the commander’s intent, and 
thereafter for leading all subordinates to achieve the objective.

The officer’s scope of responsibility is now broader than that of master 
seaman/master corporal and above and typically gets larger as he 
or she rises in rank.  Overseeing the regulatory functions that operate 
throughout the profession is a major responsibility of the Officer 
Corps. To meet these responsibilities, officers must acquire the skill 
of delegating tasks and authorities so that NCMs can accomplish the 
mission without being micromanaged.  Only by drawing extensively 
on the particular expertise of the NCM Corps can officers lead the 
force effectively and efficiently.

5	� Pigeau and McCann describe these dimensions in their discussion of their role in the 
balanced command envelope. See Dr. Ross Pigeau and Carol McCann, “Re-conceptualizing 
Command and Control,” Canadian Military Journal 3, 1 (Spring 2002) 



On the other hand, the Queen’s Regulations and Orders assign NCMs 
specific responsibilities to “promote the welfare, efficiency and good 
discipline of all who are subordinate to the member” and the authority 
to execute these responsibilities. In effect, they have been delegated the 
day-to-day responsibility for ensuring that subordinates are individu-
ally and collectively trained, prepared and capable of accomplishing 
all missions assigned to them. This includes acting as a close advisor 
to superior officers and commanders on all matters pertaining to 
these three broad responsibilities. In the case of inexperienced junior 
officers, this role of advisor takes on more of the role of a coach. 
Furthermore, chief petty officers 1st class and chief warrant officers 
are assigned by Warrant special responsibilities in the NCM Corps for 
the good order and discipline of all subordinates. In addition, they are 
the “custodians of the Corps’ overall well-being under the steward-
ship of the General/Flag Officer Corps.”6 Increasingly, petty officers 
1st class/warrant officers and above are employed in staff positions 
once reserved for officers at the operational and strategic levels. 
Their professional development system has been realigned to ensure 
that they are properly prepared for these roles.  

There is a strong interaction between responsibility and the other three 
attributes of military professionalism. The military ethos, for example, 
must clearly and emphatically express the duty of members to accept 
and meet all professional responsibilities.  These responsibilities in 
turn help to define military identity by establishing professional roles 
and relationships. The attribute of responsibility directly affects military 
expertise through the body of relevant knowledge necessary for effective 
collective and individual action. Members then have a duty to acquire 
this knowledge and keep it current.

In sum, the legitimacy of the profession of arms in Canada essentially 
depends on members fulfilling their professional responsibilities in 
accord with Canadian values, Canadian and international laws, and the 
Canadian military ethos.
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Expertise

The expertise required by the military professional is determined by 
the direction, operation and control of a human organization whose 
primary function is the application of military force. Such an organiza-
tion is supported by a sophisticated body of theoretical and practical 
knowledge and skills that differ from those in any other profession.

The foundation for this expertise resides in a deep and comprehensive 
understanding of the theory and practice of armed conflict — a theory 
that incorporates the history of armed conflict and the concepts and 
doctrine underpinning the levels inherent in the structure of conflict, 
ranging from the tactical and operational to the military strategic and 
political-military (policy) levels.  Increasingly, the military profes-
sional, especially when advancing in rank, must master the domain 
of joint, combined and inter-agency operations and, in the highest 
ranks, have an expert understanding of national security issues.  An 
understanding of how the law, both national and international, regulates 
armed conflict is also very important.  As described in Canadian 
Forces leadership doctrine, this theory-based, unique body of knowledge 
is defined as the General System of War and Conflict.

The ordered application of military force requires not only specific 
knowledge and skills spanning all the combat functions of a profes-
sional military organization, but also and perhaps more especially a 
highly developed capacity for judging its use. Such judgement guides 
what force is used — and where and when, as directed by policy —  
and how force is employed, always in agreement with legal principles 
and other values of the military ethos. Providing professional advice 
to civilian authorities, and ensuring that it integrates the military 
capability with the other components of the national security apparatus, 
depends on this capacity for judgement as well. Clearly, members at 
all levels must exercise professional judgement to ensure mission  .
success while providing for the well-being and safety of subordinates 
as much as possible. Finally, critical judgement is essential in allocating 
the means for the application of force according to the principles of 
discrimination, proportionality and military necessity.



Developing judgement requires not only the acquisition of knowledge, 
but also a great deal of practical experience in its application.  In  .
the Canadian Forces, this is the main objective of the professional 
development system, which is built on four pillars: education, training, 
self-development and experience. This system is the primary method 
by which all members, regardless of rank, develop their expertise as 
military professionals.

As military operations have become more complex in recent years, 
the body of professional knowledge that must be imparted through 
professional development has expanded beyond traditional areas of 
study (e.g., history and international affairs) to include many other 
disciplines not previously regarded as relevant to military operations. 
Tactical competencies and individual and collective warfighting skills 
remain the bedrock of military expertise but are not enough in themselves 
to define that expertise. Military professionals today require the abilities 
not only of the soldier-warrior, but also of the soldier-diplomat and 
the soldier-scholar. 

Traditionally, the degree of expertise was usually equated with rank 
and command authority.  Modern conflict has increasingly devolved 
the authority and ability to apply escalating lethal force to more junior 
levels of leadership.  The very nature of highly dispersed modern 
operations has also broadened and deepened the expertise required 
at junior levels.  For example, the expertise, competencies and skills 
demanded of an infantry section commander employed in a modern 
peace support operation are far beyond the elemental skills needed in 
the highly controlled battles of the past.  Similarly, in Her Majesty’s 
Canadian ships, petty officers 1st class now perform the duties of weap-
ons directors, a job formerly held only by officers.  The demands of 
modern conflict challenge military professionals of all ranks to acquire 
increasing levels of expertise in order to meet the requirements of the 
future battlespace.
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Broadly speaking, the breadth and scope of the expertise possessed 
by the Officer Corps extends from the tactical level through the opera-
tional and strategic level to the political-military level, depending on 
both appointment and rank.  The NCMs’ knowledge and skill have 
been oriented primarily to the tactical level. But the levels of conflict 
often overlap in today’s world, and NCMs, especially leading seamen/
corporals and above, are increasingly required to be knowledgeable 
about every level to one degree or another, again usually depending 
on rank.

In addition, the distribution of technical knowledge tends to be more 
heavily weighted in the NCM Corps, while officers possess knowledge of 
a more general nature. Therefore, the officer’s expertise is used to mar-
shal forces and direct their employment, whereas NCMs accomplish 
the task or mission through the direct application of their particular 
expertise. Increasingly, however, NCMs are employed at the operational 
and strategic levels.

Given the impact of technology and the complexity of modern conflict, 
the capacity for critical and creative thinking and sound judgement is 
increasingly required in both corps. This means further delegation to 
lower levels in the rank structure, though such delegation, together 
with the authority to make it effective, does not relieve the officer of 
the responsibility for directing successful operations.

Officers, master seamen/master corporals and above are all expected 
to possess expertise in leading people and leading the institution.  
Leading people involves a great deal of personal contact and is 
generally task-oriented.  Leading the institution involves organiza-
tional and strategic leadership and is focused on long-term results 
in objectives or organizational culture.  The Officer and NCM Corps 
practise both kinds of leadership, but the distribution of time and 
effort on them varies with rank and appointment.  At the strategic 
level, more time is spent on leading the institution, while at lower 
levels, more time is spent on leading people.  CF leadership doctrine is 
described and explained in two manuals:  Leadership in the Canadian 
Forces: Leading People; and Leadership in the Canadian Forces: 
Leading the Institution.

For the most part, expertise is determined by the roles and tasks 
that militaries are assigned by the government and is shaped by the 
explicit and implicit responsibilities of military professionalism. Such 
expertise in turn plays an important role in shaping the identity of its 
members, units, branches and environments, respectively. 



Identity

Canadian Forces personnel derive a collective unity and identity from 
the unique function they perform.  In the Canadian case, the core of 
this function revolves around three concepts with which all members 
identify: voluntary military service; unlimited liability; and service 
before self.

Canadian military personnel are aware as well that they are an integral 
part of an important national institution. This entails an acceptance of 
the basic bilingual nature of the country, which is enshrined in law, an 
acknowledgement of how Aboriginal history has shaped our nation, 
an understanding of Canadian multiculturalism, and an appreciation 
of Canadian values.

Environmental identities are further formed within the context of a 
unified and integrated force that socializes new members in the Forces’ 
training and education establishments, and uses a common set of 
badges and symbols of rank to designate NCMs and officers.

A wide range of customs and traditions associated with membership 
in the Canadian Forces, including branch and environmental affilia-
tions, form the distinguishing characteristics that bond its members 
together. These customs and traditions produce special social structures 
that contribute to a sense of organic unity and military identity. This is 
further reinforced by the Canadian military ethos that provides members 
with a common understanding of the values that guide individual and 
collective action.

Military identity is shaped by two other attributes of the military profes-
sion: responsibility and expertise. As members’ understanding of their 
professional responsibilities changes and evolves, so too will their 
identity. For example, during the Cold War, the focus was largely on 
conventional war in Europe, and other military activities were seen as 
subsidiary. As the peace support operations of the 1990s became more 
dangerous, complex and central to international security and stability, 
members’ views began to change.  Missions such as Afghanistan have 
reinforced the inescapable fact that the core role of the Canadian military 
professional is the ability to engage in combat and prevail.  With full 
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acceptance of these new roles, expertise has expanded to meet the 
operational imperative.  Consequently, members inherited new sets 
of responsibilities in respect to rules of engagement, international 
law, and humanitarian activity, which in turn expanded the concept 
of military identity far beyond the simplistic understanding that had 
prevailed for decades.

Given the current distribution of responsibilities and expertise 
between officers and NCMs, each corps has a distinct identity. These 
respective identities are reflected in the insignias of rank that visibly 
denote responsibility, authority and specialized expertise, and in such 
traditions as separate messing and marks of respect. Commissioned 
officers identify themselves as potential commanders and leaders, 
both direct and institutional.  NCMs identify themselves as those 
responsible for the effective and efficient accomplishment of all tasks, 
always with an eye on the immediate welfare of individual subordi-
nates. They know that their leadership and discipline of physically fit 
subordinates are absolutely essential to the professional effectiveness 
of the force as a whole, as well as the accomplishment of missions. 

Military Ethos

The military ethos embodies the spirit that binds the profession 
together.  It clarifies how members view their responsibilities, apply 
their expertise and express their unique military identity. It identifies and 
explains military values and defines the subordination of the armed 
forces to civilian control and the rule of law.

The military ethos also accommodates the separate identities of the 
Officer and NCM Corps, but acts as a unifying force by insisting that 
the officer/NCM relationship represents a strong, integrated team 
based on a common understanding of the primacy of operations and 
the shared beliefs, expectations and core values of military service. 
Both corps are dedicated to the national values of the country they 
are sworn to defend.



Ultimately, it is the ethos, which incorporates fundamental Canadian 
values, that distinguishes a member of the Canadian profession of 
arms from ill-disciplined irregulars, mercenaries or members of 
another armed force that lacks defining values. 

Legitimacy in the eyes of the government and Canadian society is 
largely contingent on the application of the military ethos and the 
structure it gives the other attributes of the military profession, but 
this affords the profession considerable scope for self-regulation to 
ensure professional effectiveness.  Beyond directly supporting the 
profession’s ability to meet its core responsibilities, the military ethos 
serves to shape and guide conduct, especially in the face of ethical 
dilemmas. A full and detailed articulation of the military ethos is the 
subject of Chapter Two.

The military 	
professional 	
must meet the 	
highest standards 
of professional-
ism and have a 
full understanding 
of the obligations 
inherent in 
military service.
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Section 5 Conclusion

The complete definition of the profession of arms in Canada 
provides all members of the Canadian Forces with a common 
understanding of what it means to be a military professional. 

Understanding the nature of military professionalism, its relation to 
the military ethos, and the vital institutional role of the CF is crucial 
to combat effectiveness and to meeting Canadians’ expectations that 
their military professionals will defend the nation with honour. This 
entails meeting the highest standards of professionalism and having 
a full understanding of the obligations inherent in military service.





Military professionals 
in Canada are unified 
by a concept of loyalty 
to the Canadian Forces 
that transcends par-
ticular differentiation 	
by environment 	
or role.

Military Identity 

Members of the profession of arms are differentiated first by operational 
environment — traditionally, sea, land and air — and then by the 
support and/or specialist function they perform in operations. They are 
further differentiated in operations by specific roles within each of these 
functions. Finally, members of the profession are clearly differentiated 
according to rank.  One fundamental distinction divides the commis-
sioned officers and NCMs.   Officers are designated as junior, senior or 
Flag/General, while the non-commissioned are further differentiated 
as privates, non-commissioned officers and warrant officers (warrant 
officers, master warrant officers and chief warrant officers) and the 
naval equivalents (able seamen, leading seamen and master seamen, 
petty officers and chief petty officers). Each of these many distinctions 
accounts for part of the military professional’s identity.

These distinct identities coalesce, however, around the concept of 
loyalty to the rule of law and the government.  In fact, this overriding 
loyalty is at the apex of a hierarchy of loyalties that operates, in 
descending order, from the law and government to the Canadian 
Forces and thereafter through individual environments to unit and 
branch. Consequently, military professionals in Canada are unified by 
a concept of loyalty to the Canadian Forces that transcends particular 
differentiation by environment or role.
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Ethos

The difference between members of the profession of arms and 
Canadian society is most clearly expressed in the military ethos, 
that is, through identifying the fundamental military values and the 
unique beliefs and expectations about military service. However, the 
inclusion of basic Canadian values, and the paramount importance of 
service to Canada before self, helps ensure that military professionals 
remain firmly linked to their parent society.

As indicated above, the military ethos also codifies certain beliefs and 
expectations about military service that bind all members. All accept 
that no one is exempt from being ordered into harm’s way. All accept 
the obligation to bear arms as required, except where a legal basis 
might make an exception, e.g., for chaplains.  Finally, all understand 
that the core military values — duty, loyalty, integrity and courage —  
are at the heart of the profession of arms.

Duty is the first core military value and best exemplifies what it means 
to be a military professional. To do one’s duty means understanding 
and meeting all responsibilities with integrity and courage.

Members of the profession of arms in Canada also share a common 
loyalty to the Canadian Forces and support and promote policies that 
enhance the organizational effectiveness of this unified force.
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Maintaining the highest standards of professionalism is an 
ongoing challenge that requires a high level of commitment 
and effort on the part of all military professionals. Key factors 

essential to achieving this objective are outstanding leadership; supportive 
policies and programs; focused professional development; respect for 
history, heritage and tradition; and effective, credible self-regulation.

Leadership

Leadership in the Canadian Forces is defined as directing, motivating, 
and enabling subordinates to accomplish their tasks professionally, 
while developing or improving capabilities to ensure mission success.  
Strong and effective leaders are at the heart of military professionalism. 
Such leaders ensure that the profession is constantly evolving to 
higher planes of effectiveness and performance. They set and maintain 
the necessary standards, and they set an example that inspires and 
encourages all members to reflect these standards in their day-to-day  .
conduct. Leaders at every level contribute to professionalism through 
their influence on education, training and self-development, always 
seeking to make every aspect of military experience professionally 
instructive and rewarding.  They demand excellence in performance 
and generally shape the environment to encourage all to contribute.

Above all, effective leaders exemplify the military ethos, and especially 
the core military values that are the essence of military professionalism. 
They make sure that all understand that their duty to country and 
colleagues is central to the profession of arms. They demonstrate that 
loyalty can and must be applied both upwards to superiors and civil 
authority and downwards to subordinates.

Section 4 Sustaining 
the Profession
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Such loyalty can only be sustained, particularly when the tension 
between achieving the mission and ensuring the well-being of sub-
ordinates is high, through exhibiting unassailable integrity. All must 
know that a leader’s decisions reflect an honest and truthful assessment 
of the situation.  Professionals account for these decisions and stand 
by them.

Finally, leaders act courageously, both physically, but more especially, 
morally.

In sum, doing what is right on the basis of available information 
encapsulates all of these values. 

Leadership in the Canadian profession of arms is differentiated 
between the leadership of people described in Leadership in the 
Canadian Forces: Leading People, and the more strategic leadership 
of the profession and the CF described in Leadership in the Canadian 
Forces: Leading the Institution. 

Policies and Programs

Institutional policies and programs on personnel, ethics, education, 
training, doctrines, careers, or a healthy workplace must support 
and reinforce the military ethos and the attributes of military profession-
alism. All such policies must promote the core military values of duty, 
loyalty, integrity and courage, as well as discipline, fighting spirit, 
teamwork, and physical fitness.  Human resources policies and quality-
of-life programs should be grounded in the relevant attributes of 
responsibility and expertise, and reflect the member’s role, rank and 
responsibilities within the profession. Only through the promulgation 
of policies aligned with these principles will the identity of military 
professionals remain distinct from their civilian colleagues and fully 
reflect their primary purpose.

The senior leadership of the profession guides the policies, while the 
CMP has a special role in this area as the person responsible for ensuring 
that military personnel policies fully support the highest standards of 
professionalism across the Canadian Forces.
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Professional Development 

Professional development is central to a healthy profession of arms. 
In the first instance, it is the mechanism whereby new entrants are 
socialized into the profession as they are made aware of the military 
ethos and begin the process of internalizing its philosophy of service. 
As members increasingly take on the full identity of military profes-
sionals and accept the responsibilities inherent in this concept, the 
process of developing the necessary expertise is accelerated.

Early development is basically rules-based.  Members acquire initial 
skills in which the need for keen judgement is not as pronounced. 
The fundamental basis for development must quickly evolve into a 
principles-based approach, however, so development for military  .
professionals thereafter consists of encouraging them to think critically, 
to be innovative and to carefully weigh courses of action. Dilemmas, 
both intellectual and moral, are the norm in the complex operational 
and socio-cultural environments in which the military professional 
functions today and into the future.  The highest standards of 
professionalism can only be sustained if the professional development 
system prepares members for this reality over their whole career.

Professional development is a cumulative process, with members 
acquiring the necessary professional qualifications, identity and 
understanding over time. The core body of knowledge that unifies all 
members of the profession must be mastered over a member’s career. 
New members are first exposed to this core body of knowledge, and 
as they progress, it is expanded in breadth and in depth. At the same 
time, the core knowledge required to apply military force directly is 
imparted to those responsible for this function at ever-higher levels 
of capability and understanding. The development of all support and 
specialist members occurs in a similar fashion. At the pinnacle of the 
professional’s career, he or she is truly expert and has developed the 
capacity for sound judgement on the application of military force.

The complex governance challenge inherent in this process is met 
through centralized planning and concept development and decentral-
ized execution. CMP has overall responsibility to guide and coordinate 
professional development in the CF.  Commander Canadian Defence 
Academy is responsible for all common professional development 
and executes this responsibility primarily through the Royal Military 
Colleges, the Canadian Forces College, and the NCM Professional 
Development Centre.  Each environment participates in the delivery of 
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some of the core body of knowledge, focussing primarily on the educa-
tional, training and experiential pillars at the tactical level.

History, Heritage and Traditions

Knowing Canada’s military history, heritage and traditions reinfor-
ces the profession by demonstrating and valuing the importance  .
of intangibles.

These intangibles include the pride that comes with celebrating battles 
won and conflicts prevented, as well as an appreciation of the motivating 
capacity of military traditions and ceremony.  It calls for honouring 
past accomplishments and celebrating the unique customs of the three 
environments. Commemorating the proud history of Canada’s armed 
forces, while preserving customs and traditions that enhance cohesion 
and esprit de corps, are vital requirements for maintaining and 
sustaining Canadian military professionalism.
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Self-Regulation

Controlling what it does is an essential characteristic of any profession, 
including the profession of arms.

This control is accorded the profession by society at large because its 
function is essential to the well-being of that society and the ability to 
execute it cannot be found anywhere else. Members of the profession 
of arms must therefore self-regulate in a manner that sustains the 
trust and confidence of the government and society it serves.

Admission, progression and exit from the profession are regulated 
with due regard for the equality provisions of federal statutes and 
the principles of merit adopted by Canada’s democratic society. This 
ensures that suitable candidates become members and those who  .
fall short of the standards are removed lawfully, pursuant to the 
organizational responsibility to respect constitutional norms and 
legislated obligations.

The profession must also regulate the systematic, theory-based 
knowledge that forms its foundation. Many educational and training 
institutions throughout the Canadian Forces are continuously devel-
oping professional expertise.  These institutions include the schools 
that teach leadership and operations courses to officers and NCMs, 
and the Canadian Defence Academy and its subordinate elements: 
the Canadian Forces College, the Royal Military College of Canada, Le 
Collège militaire royal de Saint-Jean, the Canadian Forces Leadership 
Institute and the NCM Professional Development Centre.  The three 
environments also have distinct and unique bodies of knowledge that 
enable them to dominate their particular spectrum of the modern 
battlespace, and they are responsible to ensure that this knowledge 
remains current.

The overall body of professional knowledge is usually codified into 
various forms of doctrine. While it borrows freely from a wide range 
of external disciplines, these are all incorporated into the central 
expertise necessary to apply military force.  The profession encour-
ages and promotes discussion and debate on these issues to inform 
decision-making, maintain an ongoing dialogue among the full 
membership and improve the overall health of the profession itself. 
Such debate occurs in professional journals, doctrine boards, committees 
and institutions of higher learning throughout the profession.
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The profession is managed on an ongoing basis largely according to 
such internal instruments as the Queen’s Regulations and Orders and 
a wide variety of policies and doctrines.  Progression, status, awards 
and rank are normally internal matters subject to review by the senior 
leadership of the profession.  The profession’s own Code of Service 
Discipline sets the standards of good order and discipline. This Code 
provides the legal basis for the profession to address breaches of 
discipline through the use of service tribunals (Summary Trials and 
Courts  Martial.) Beyond these formal mechanisms, military profes-
sionals act with a high degree of self-discipline, minimizing resort to 
these instruments to ensure good order.

In addition to the Code, a variety of other investigative instruments 
internal to the profession, such as Summary Investigations and 
Boards of Inquiry, support administrative decision-making and 
managing personnel and material. The CDS also provides for the 
regulation of the profession by issuing orders and instructions such 
as his Guidance to Commanding Officers, as well as establishing and 
controlling rules of engagement for operations. The CDS may also 
from time to time call for special boards and committees to report 
on matters subject to professional regulation. The Chief of Review 
Services carries out program evaluations and conducts independent 
internal audits. This office provides a focus for professional ethics 
and conflict of interest.

While the profession is granted a certain latitude for self-regulation, 
it is nonetheless accountable to civil authority. Parliament has an 
important oversight duty, and in fact the CDS reports to it annually 
on the state of the institution and the profession. Senior military pro-
fessionals frequently appear before Parliamentary committees to tell 
them about a wide range of institutional and professional issues.

The Canadian Forces and the profession are also subject to oversight 
and review by certain central agencies whose arm’s-length review of 
all departments is essential to running the government effectively. 
These agencies have the formal statutory status to intervene when 
necessary and include the Privy Council Office, the Treasury Board 
and the Office of the Auditor General. The latter reports annually to 
Parliament on its assessment of the Department of National Defence, 
including the Canadian Forces, and these reports invariably have 
some impact on the profession of arms.
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A  healthy profession of arms achieves the appropriate balance 
between the functional imperative of professional effectiveness 
and the societal imperative to ensure subordination to civil 

authority and reflection of national values.  One important measure 
of how successfully this balance has been achieved is the legitimacy 
bestowed on the profession by civil authority, and especially by 
Canadian society. The public is certainly influenced by its perception 
of the military as competent in the execution of its roles. And as long 
as the Canadian Forces is employed in complex and dangerous opera-
tions across the spectrum of conflict, this competency is assumed by 
the public to include a high degree of combat capability.

From the perspective of Canadians, however, it is not only what the 
profession does, but how it does it.  In other words, the profession 
must meet public expectations of consistent and exemplary behaviour 
and conduct—a requirement that can best be met by insisting and 
ensuring that Canadian military professionals are always seen to be 
performing their duty with honour.

Section 5 Conclusion
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With the end of 
the Cold War, 	
traditional peace-
keeping evolved 
in response 	
to changing 	
conceptions of 
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concerns. 

Section 1 The Enduring 
Nature of the Profession 
of Arms

Introduction

The Canadian profession of arms reflects the historical develop-
ment of the country and its role on the international stage, 
which have been profoundly affected by both total war and 

more limited armed conflict over the past 100 years.

After the Second World War, and for the first time in Canadian 
history, large standing forces were maintained at a high level of 
operational readiness to prosecute the Cold War. During this period, 
the Canadian Forces undertook a wide range of missions, including 
a major role in international peacekeeping, each contributing to the 
distinctiveness of Canadian military professionalism.  With the end 
of the Cold War, traditional peacekeeping evolved in response to 
changing conceptions of international security and stability and an 
emphasis on human rights and humanitarian concerns. This brought 
new, dangerous, morally complex and uniquely challenging missions 
that tested the profession to its core. Today, a smaller, multi-purpose 
force, determined to be inter-operable with allies, continues to 
execute a daunting array of tasks, including close combat on the land, 
at sea and in the air.

As always, the CF continues to operate according to the principles of  .
collective security through an array of international organizations and 
allied coalitions. To remain successful, the profession of arms in 
Canada must continue to adapt to maintain the highest standards 
of professionalism as it performs its duty for Canadians.
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A Coherent Strategy for the Future 

How successfully the Canadian Forces meets the challenges of tomorrow 
will in part be determined by how the attributes of the profession 
evolve to respond to the changing environment and are shaped by 
the strategic guidance provided by senior leadership.  Managing this 
change is a critical issue. The profession would be rendered irrelevant 
by responding too slowly.  But acting precipitously, without careful 
thought and judgement, might take the profession down the wrong 
path and render it ineffective.

The CF can now operate effectively across a spectrum of conflict 
in concert with our allies, particularly the United States.  Canadian 
defence policy and several strategic-level CF and DND documents 
such as the Integrated Capstone Concept (ICC) enunciate a strategy 
to ensure this capability in the future. Based on this guidance, a long-
term program of professional development designed to enhance the 
professionalism of both officers and NCMs is well in progress.

To respond effectively to the external environment, the profession 
will need to continually develop a higher order of understanding and 
knowledge of new forms of conflict.  This in turn will have direct 
consequences on the attributes of responsibility and expertise.  The 
nature of the environment will require that the highest standards of 
professionalism be exhibited by all ranks.

This requirement is operative today and can be captured and explained 
by the concept of the “strategic corporal.” In effect, decisions and 
actions taken by leading seamen/corporals and above and their sub-
ordinates can, and often do, have consequences up to and including 
the strategic and political level as the changing nature of operations 
expands the roles and responsibilities of NCMs.  These realities will 
raise issues surrounding responsibility, expertise, identity and ethos.

Decisions and 
actions taken by 
NCOs, warrant 
officers and their 
subordinates 	
can, and often 	
do, have conse-
quences up to 
and including 
the strategic and 
political level.

66	 Chapter 4 • Adapting to Future Challenges



The key to 	
future success 	
is to rely less 	
on the attempt 	
to accurately 	
predict the likely 	
requirement, and 
instead prepare 
for a range of 
requirements.

q
Relevance 
ensures that 	
the profession 
continues to 	
meet Canadians’ 
expectations.
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Analyses of long-term strategic defence have forecast potentially 
far-reaching changes in the environment of the future that may pose 
significant challenges for the profession of arms. These changes are 
concentrated in four categories: technology; geopolitics; government 
policy; and socio-cultural dynamics and demography in Canada. 
The challenges posed by such changes will impose special burdens 
on leadership at all levels, but particularly on those senior leaders 
responsible for the stewardship of the profession.

Forecasting the future operating environment is at best an uncertain  .
venture, but these leaders must recognize the professional implications of 
these challenges and respond to them in a proactive and timely man-
ner. As illustrated in the scenario-based planning approach adopted 
for departmental strategic planning, the key to future success is  .
to rely less on the attempt to accurately predict the likely requirement .
and instead to prepare for a range of requirements in dynamic 
professional concepts, professional development and flexible  .
force structures.

Principles to Guide the Evolution  
of the Profession of Arms

Carefully managing the evolution of the profession in light of the 
following principles is the only way to achieve the desired outcome—
a professional, operationally effective military that enjoys the trust 
and confidence of Canadians.

Relevance

Professions exist to provide an essential service to society. In the case 
of the military, the service entails defending the country and contributing 
to its security interests. The principle of relevance speaks to the need 
to ensure that the profession continues to meet Canadians’ expectations.



To do this, it must be demonstrably capable of succeeding across 
the full range of missions that could be assigned by the government. 
Furthermore, this operational capability must be maintained in the 
context of a military ethos that ensures that the profession as a whole 
conducts itself honourably. To be relevant, the profession must be 
accorded full legitimacy by Canadians because of its operational 
effectiveness, combat capability, reflection of Canadian values, and 
adherence to the core military values of duty, loyalty, integrity and 
courage. This legitimization is shown by the public support, trust 
and confidence bestowed on the profession of arms in Canada.

Openness

Professions are responsible for performing unique functions based 
on a systematic body of theory-based knowledge and practices.  The 
principle of openness speaks to the profession’s need to ensure that 
professional knowledge and practices are current and germane. 
Consequently, the profession must incorporate a philosophy of openness 
to novel ideas and anticipate changes to meet future challenges. New 
responsibilities and different ways of doing things must be welcomed 
if they strengthen professionalism.  This is a key role of stewardship.  

In effect, the profession must adopt the fundamental features of a 
learning organization, one that moves knowledge horizontally as 
much as vertically, values looking outside its own boundaries for 
information and knowledge, and dedicates effort to the generation, 
consideration and dissemination of new concepts within. Moving the 
profession as a whole to higher planes of effectiveness depends on 
this principle.

Consistency

The profession of arms exists within a complex formal structure that 
requires that the attributes of responsibility, expertise and identity be 
differentiated and distributed within the profession, yet coordinated 
and synchronized to ensure effectiveness. The principle of consistency 
speaks to the need to ensure that assigned responsibilities, expertise 
and identity, as well as the manifestation of the military ethos across 
the profession, are integrated, coordinated and aligned so the Canadian 
Forces maintains its ability to achieve missions rapidly and decisively.

Openness ensures 
that professional 
knowledge and 
practices are cur-
rent and germane.

q
Consistency 
ensures that 
responsibilities, 
expertise and 
identity, as well 
as the manifesta-
tion of the military 
ethos across the 
profession, must 
be integrated, 
coordinated 	
and aligned.
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Reciprocity 
ensures an 	
appropriate, 	
principle-based 
balance of the 
expectations and 
obligations both 
between the 	
profession and 
Canadian society, 
and between the 
profession as a 
whole and its 
members.
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New responsibilities may be acquired, but the fundamental ones 
to country, government and professional colleagues will continue. 
Expertise will remain differentiated by rank and function, but 
integrated by mission requirements.  Responsibilities and expertise 
will continue to differentiate identity among members of the profession, 
but these will continue to be integrated through the strength of 
the Canadian military ethos held in common and by retaining 
essential traditions.

Leadership and stewardship of the military profession must, 
therefore, be a primary concern of senior officers and chief petty 
officers 1st class/chief warrant officers to ensure that this complex 
combination of adaptation and integration guarantees operational 
success in the future.

Reciprocity

The profession of arms serves society by exercising control over its 
assigned unique functions and over those members of society who 
volunteer to serve in the profession.  The principle of reciprocity 
speaks to the need to ensure an appropriate, principle-based balance 
of the expectations and obligations both between the profession 
and Canadian society, and between the profession as a whole and 
its members.

Externally, the respect, legitimacy and self-regulation accorded the 
profession by Canadians indicates that the people trust and expect the 
CF will achieve assigned missions in a professional manner.

Internally, this principle addresses the responsibility for the care of  .
all members, based on the recognition that membership will 
necessarily infringe on the full range of rights and freedoms enjoyed 
by other citizens and therefore incurs an added moral obligation 
to address members’ requirements.  This obligation applies to all 
preparations before operations, the conduct of such operations, and 
the continued care of members and their families on return from 
operations. It also means that senior leaders have the implicit respon-
sibility to advocate within professional boundaries for the resources 
to provide the necessary care and to allocate them effectively, in line 
with the mutual understanding between society, government and the 
profession of the moral commitment that binds the profession of 
arms and the country.



Adapting the Attributes of the Profession 

How these four principles can be applied to adapting the 
profession can be illustrated by examining the influence of 
technological, geopolitical, political and socio-cultural trends 

on the attributes of the professional construct. Although not exhaustive, 
these examples provide a broad view of the pressures that will affect 
the professional attributes and how the Canadian Forces must evolve 
both its organization and the practice of the profession.  The principles 
of relevance, openness, consistency and reciprocity will guide the 
development of each of the attributes of military professionalism, 
but the relative weight will vary according to what change is being 
addressed and how it affects a particular attribute.

Mission and Roles: Operational Boundaries in the 
Profession of Arms

It is widely recognized that the emerging security environment can be 
characterised as a complex, adaptive system.    Thus it is non-linear, 
unpredictable, and constantly changing in ways that cannot be precisely 
anticipated.  Analytical, reductionist thinking will therefore be 
insufficient and should be supplemented by systems theory and 
systems thinking.  Systems thinking is just the type of discipline and tool 
set needed to encourage the recognition of inter-relationships rather than 
things, and for seeing patterns of change rather than static snapshots.

Taken together, the trends identified will result in changes to the types 
of missions assigned by political authority. The need to protect human 
rights on a global scale, to establish humanitarian regimes that bring 
peace and security to violent and insecure regions and states, and to 
prosecute the campaign on terrorism on a broad front to root out its 
fundamental causes is increasingly recognized by governments and 
societies around the world. This may have profound implications for 
the progress of international law and international governance.

The effects of these developments will go well beyond the UN and alter 
in significant ways how international organizations such as NATO,  .
the European Union (EU) and other regional organizations operate.  In 

Section 2 Managing 
the Evolution of the 
Profession of Arms

The principles of 
relevance, open-
ness, consistency 
and reciprocity 	
will guide the 	
evolution of each 	
of the attributes 	
of military 	
professionalism.

q
The broader 
approach to the 
practice of the 	
profession of arms 
will not diminish 
the importance 	
of maintaining 	
a world-class 	
combat capability, 
but it will involve 	
a certain evolution 
to a more inclusive 
conception 	
of military 	
professionalism.
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responsibility 	
will result from 
adjustments to 
new roles and 
missions.
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addition to providing security in the traditional sense for their members, 
these organizations, in partnership with other international and 
NGOs, may increasingly be involved in securing stability beyond their 
borders through conflict resolution, preventive action, and humani-
tarian and human rights interventions even before conflict breaks out.

This broader approach to the practice of the profession of arms will 
not diminish the importance of maintaining a world-class combat 
capability, but it will involve a certain evolution to a more inclusive 
conception of military professionalism.  It will be more internationalist, 
receptive to a wider range of missions, roles and tasks, and cognizant 
of the underlying causes of large-scale violence that often precipitate 
military action in many parts of the world.

The principle of openness will call for the profession to proactively 
seek an understanding of these changes, while the principle of 
consistency will require addressing an evolving response to changing 
missions and roles in a comprehensive and integrated way.

Responsibility 

Geopolitical change and government policy are the most likely factors 
to have an impact on responsibility. Changes in missions and roles 
must be guided especially by the principles of relevance and openness  .
to be sure the profession responds appropriately to government 
direction. It will also be important, however, to consider consistency in 
maintaining the core of professional effectiveness.



The profession of arms will remain anchored on two fundamental 
responsibilities.  First, in accord with its raison d’être, it will be 
responsible for serving Canadians through their elected officials. 
Second, it must manage the profession’s evolution so that the Forces 
will continue to defend Canada and its interests.  This will involve 
the ongoing alignment of the other attributes to meet possible future 
adjustments to new roles and missions. Such alignment may entail 
certain additional responsibilities as the government responds to 
changes in the international system.

This broader approach to security brings with it a set of responsi-
bilities that expand those primary responsibilities to the nation-state. 
Military professionals will be responsible in part for the success of any 
multilateral and multinational operations the Government of Canada 
participates in.  They will be responsible as well for maintaining 
effective relationships with a wider range of actors involved in conflict 
resolution, with all its implications for peace, security, prosperity and 
respect for human rights.

The expertise 	
resident in the 
profession of 
arms will remain 
focused on the 	
primary function 	
of providing 	
for the ordered 	
application of 	
military force.

q
However, defin-
ing, acquiring and 
maintaining the 
appropriate body 
of new expertise in 
the face of future 
challenges will be 
a demanding and 
ongoing task.
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Expertise

Both technology and geopolitical change are pre-eminent sources 
of change for expertise.  Relevance and openness will be significant 
in making adequate responses, while consistency will ensure that 
the expertise resident in the profession of arms will remain focused 
on the primary function of providing for the ordered application of 
military force.

In the short term, the expertise resident in the profession of arms will 
remain distributed by environment and function.  Some redistri-
bution of expertise by rank is already occurring, however, and is likely 
to accelerate. In the longer term, redistribution by environment and 
the merging of functions may have a significant effect on the overall 
distribution of expertise within the profession.

This expertise will continue to include the skills directly related to 
operations and the necessary support, but all the factors of change 
will affect expertise to some extent.  The impact of technology will 
likely be profound and require military professionals to become more 
knowledgeable about more topics. In addition, the greater complexity 
of joint, combined and comprehensive operations will demand different 
skill sets and competencies.

Geopolitical factors will always be significant and will often produce 
new and different types of operational demands, as well as new 
threats to counter. Deciding how to conduct these operations will 
certainly call for new conceptual models to help the profession redefine 
the new nature of conflict and security, broadly understood, as well as 
different kinds of knowledge and skill sets.

Asymmetrical, non-traditional threats and threats from non-state 
actors will also lead to increased collaboration with a range of 
different agencies, with the likelihood of overlapping responsibilities 
and function.

Defining, acquiring and maintaining the appropriate body of profes-
sional expertise in the face of these challenges will be a demanding 
and ongoing task. Areas that will require attention include joint concepts 
and doctrine; broader cultural awareness; understanding international 
law and governance; working with non-NATO militaries as UN 
partners; understanding multinational operations, including complex 
chains of command; and recognizing the role of the media as both 
a filter of information and an instrument to influence local and 
global opinion.



Military Identity

As the factors of change alter responsibility and expertise, they will 
inevitably shape identity.  This process must be guided by the 
principle of consistency, above all to ensure that military professionals 
continue to see themselves as distinct from civil society, performing 
an essential and unique service to Canada while operating according 
to the principle of reciprocity.

Military identity must remain essentially defined by the primary 
function of applying force in the resolution of political problems. 
Thus, the CF will continue to see itself as the primary force in the 
defence of Canada, continuously prepared to act decisively and 
overwhelmingly to help create the conditions that allow for viable 
international relations.

As technology changes the battlespace, questions concerning who 
are the real operators and decision-makers will arise.  Will military 
professionals be leading in the traditional sense, or will managing 
this battlespace become the most significant function? Geopolitical 
developments may also combine with these factors for more issues 
concerning identity.  Long-range precision weapons, uninhabited 
weapons systems at sea, on land and in the air, the ubiquitous nature 
of information operations, and the presence in the conflict zone of a 
variety of actors, such as NGOs, paramilitaries and special operations 
personnel, may give rise to unusual ethical dilemmas and blur the 
distinction between the military professional and other combatants. 
In some circumstances, the question of whose expertise is the most 
relevant could affect the issue of professional military identity.

These pressures will exert themselves slowly and with a different 
impact on the three environments.  Nonetheless, both the collective 
profession and individual members must adapt appropriately. In the 
final analysis, leadership and stewardship of the profession will always 
involve ensuring that all members have a clear understanding of who 
they are as Canadian military professionals.

Military Ethos

The military ethos must respond to the evolution of all the other 
attributes.  To do so effectively, all the principles will come to bear: 
reciprocity, to ensure the well-being of members; relevance, to 
maintain the link with Canadian society; consistency, to retain the 
core military values crucial to a fighting force; and openness, to allow 
for necessary adaptation.

In the final analy-
sis, leadership 	
and stewardship 
of the profession 
will always 	
involve ensuring 
that all members 
have a clear 
understanding of 
who they are as 
Canadian military 
professionals.

q
The military 	
ethos must 
respond to the 
evolution of 	
all the other 	
attributes.
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The military ethos must always perform its role as the unifying spirit, 
guiding the profession of arms and the military professional in an 
uncertain world — effectiveness and legitimacy demand it. Although 
the Canadian military ethos will remain the cornerstone of military 
professionalism, and resist change that could undermine professional 
effectiveness, it will need to adjust appropriately.  Socio-cultural 
changes, for example, are ongoing in Canadian society, and the ethos 
must remain aligned with fundamental Canadian values while 
ensuring the profession’s ability to perform its function.

Geopolitical and technological changes that will affect responsibility 
and expertise must be reflected in the ethos in ways that strengthen 
professional identity instead of eroding it. For example, the growing 
ability to inflict massive damage to combatants and non-combatants 
alike, safely and from great distances, can pose peculiar ethical 
problems with regard to the basic concept of performing its tasks 
with humanity that underpins the Canadian military ethos. 

The core military values will remain at the centre of the ethos, as will 
the concepts of unlimited liability, service before self and fighting spirit. 
Discipline and teamwork remain vital, and how these are achieved in 
the three environments may develop with evolving leadership theory 
and professional concepts. These latter developments will likely alter 
the way that this culture is aligned with the military ethos.

Managing the Internal Dynamics  
of the Profession of Arms

There are three main dynamics at play within the profession that 
must be carefully managed: maintaining effective civil-military rela-
tions; ensuring the right balance between the concept of the Canadian 
Forces and the three environments; and the evolution of the officer/
NCM team. The principles for adapting the profession as a whole will 
also be useful in guiding how military professionals deal with issues 
that stem from those evolving relationships.

Civil-Military Relations: It is important to recognize that there are 
legitimate differences in emphasis and priorities when the political, 
bureaucratic and military domains overlap, and that a certain amount 
of professional tension is always inherent and healthy in the relationships 
of these groups.  The overall objective, however, is a high degree of 
transparency and communication that lead to maximum collaboration. 



The synergy achieved by mutual recognition that all are critical 
members of the same Canadian national security team is immense. 
The defence of Canada demands no less.

The Canadian Forces and the Three Environments: The unifying 
power inherent in the concept of the Canadian Forces must be 
balanced against the differentiation of the three environments, which 
is essential for readiness, generating force and sustaining a multi-
purpose, combat-capable force. Sound and efficient civil control of the 
military, as well as effective command and control of the armed forces 
of Canada, are enhanced by the unified structure of the Canadian 
Forces, led by the CDS. Both the development of a coherent military 
strategy in support of political objectives and the prosecution of joint 
operations profit from a force that is unified at the top and operates 
from an integrated National Defence Headquarters.  Important 
economies of scale and cost-effective internal resource allocation are 
also obtained with this structure.

For the foreseeable future, however, and notwithstanding the impact 
of technology, the operating environments within which military 
forces will work, particularly at the tactical level, unilaterally as well 
as combined, will require maritime, land and air forces for the 
successful accomplishment of missions. This in turn means that all CF 
members must master the art of warfare in their own medium if they 
are to become true professionals in the joint, combined and inter-
agency context that characterizes modern conflict. Expertise must be 
distributed according to the harsh demands of this environment, and 
the military ethos must accommodate the separate identities forged by 
combat at sea, on land and in the air.

Striking the right balance between these two organizing concepts will 
remain a major task for both military professionals and civil authorities.

Evolving the Officer and NCM Roles and Relationships: An outline 
of how the profession of arms may be described and practised in the 
future must also consider how it affects the men and women of the 
officer and NCM team. To one extent or another, the trends that influ-
ence the attributes of the profession also affect the officer and NCM 
roles and relationship.

There will be 	
a greater need 	
for members to 
adopt a Canadian 
Forces perspec-
tive at earlier 
stages in their 
career.

q
In the near term, 
the evolution of 
the officer/NCM 
roles and relation-
ships will likely 	
be characterized 	
by shifts in the 	
division of 	
responsibility and, 
a greater overlap 
between general-
ist and specialist 
competencies. 	
In the future, 	
the changes could 
be profound and 
compel a more 
fundamental 	
reorganization 	
of the two corps.
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The trends can be seen in influences that argue for both change and 
continuity in these roles and relationships.  However, the dynamic 
between the forces of continuity and change may well be different in 
the three environments. These factors must also be viewed in terms 
of their impact in the near term and then in the more distant future.

The fact that the existing structure has been robust enough to 
face the many challenges of the recent past provides perhaps the 
most powerful argument for continuity in the differentiated roles 
and relationships of officers and NCMs. Although rigid adherence 
to the status quo will not successfully meet all future demands, 
this area’s history primarily teaches that the rationale for major 
change must be compelling.

Historically, the Canadian profession of arms stands out in terms of 
the roles NCMs have played.  Generally, they have been assigned a 
greater scope of responsibility than their colleagues in many other 
militaries, and this characteristic of how the officer and NCM team 
has evolved in recent history will prevail into the future.  Building 
effective, cohesive fighting teams instilled with the discipline and skill 
to prevail in all tasks will remain a primary role of master seamen/
master corporals and above. Leading such teams from the front and 
being responsible for the well-being of individual team members on a 
continuous basis must continue to shape their self-image.

Examples of factors that argue for change include technology’s effect 
on the battlespace; changes in social demographics; increasing levels 
of education and expectations within the NCM Corps; a greater need 
for a common and broad general knowledge base; adoption of a learning 
organization culture; and networked structures. By themselves, these 
factors suggest a significant change in the distribution and practice of 
responsibility and expertise between corps.

Since uncertainty, ambiguity and complexity will increasingly  .
characterize most operations in all environments, the old paradigm 
that emphasized the decision-making role of the officer and the applied, 
technical role of the NCM has shifted.  The profession will therefore 
not only continue to rely on NCMs to take on difficult challenges, but 
will in fact expect much more of them. Authority will be increasingly  .
delegated and an even greater degree of responsibility assigned to 



NCMs to permit the officer/NCM team to dominate the operational 
theatre across great distances of time and space. In some cases, officers 
may share these authorities and responsibilities (i.e., some roles will 
increasingly overlap).

Such developments will lead to some redistribution in expertise  .
and the need to develop ever-increasing levels of professional judge-
ment at all ranks in leadership roles.  Teamwork and collegiality will 
be emphasized over hierarchy.  NCMs will exercise more responsibility  .
and must increasingly engender the trust needed for superiors to allow 
them to make an indispensable contribution to mission accomplishment.

Professional development must anticipate and prepare members for 
change based on principles that map and anticipate the changing 
environment. At a macro level, these principles must take into account 
the changing division of responsibility and authority in operations, 
the growing requirement for the development of common intellectual 
competencies, and the increasing breadth and depth of specialist and 
generalist experience required within both corps. These changes will 
affect all members, at all ranks and in all operations. The division of 
responsibility and authority in operations will be driven by advanced 
concepts of command and control in both the human and technical 
domain.  Well-developed critical and creative reasoning, systems 
thinking and the application of sound judgement will be required. 
There will also be a greater need for the application of generalist 
knowledge, as well as a greater demand for technical competence, 
both theoretical and applied. These trends strongly suggest the need 
for a growing convergence in the professional development of officers 
and NCMs.
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Professional service in today’s Canadian Forces can be summed up in 
three words: Duty with Honour.

In volunteering for military service, members of the Canadian Forces 
accept as part of their Duty a unique and distinct identity within 
Canadian society. They are members of Canadian society, yet in sub-
tle ways they are apart from it. By embracing the military ethos, they 
accept obligations and responsibilities that no other Canadian citizen 
has. As members of the profession of arms, they are acutely aware of 
the special trust placed in them by the people of Canada. They accept 
this trust and, in accord with their ethos, strive for excellence within 
their areas of expertise. In brief, they reach for the highest standards 
of professionalism.

Their reward is Honour — but honour can only be bestowed if they 
acquit themselves in a manner that reflects the values, beliefs and 
expectations of their fellow Canadians.

This, then, is the present and future challenge for members of the 
profession of arms in Canada.

Section 3 Conclusion
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