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In contemporary military operations, Command Senior Enlisted Leaders (CSELs) are part of a 
Command Team, supporting unity of command and serving as the relational backbone that 
secures cohesion, coordination, and adaptability—yet scholarship on the military profession has 
largely centered on the role of the Officer.This Panel reframes Senior Enlisted Leadership as a 
distinct professional expertise in the human domain—the relational field of trust, norms, tacit 
knowledge, and routines through which units coordinate and adapt. In this domain, CSELs 
translate command intent into collective action: they connect crews and companies, set pace and 
standards, sustain confidence and tempo, and manage the friction where plans meet practice. 
Their careers are “inverted”: starting as technical specialists, they broaden—through 
experience—into relational generalists who steward culture, learning, and discipline across units; 
their leadership is collective and networked rather than merely individual or positional. Enlisted 
leadership functions as a human combat technology that flourishes under mission command in 
democratic systems and is difficult to reproduce in authoritarian ones—together, these confer a 
durable competitive edge. Yet within an otherwise tightly codified military organization, the 
Command Senior Enlisted Leader (CSEL) embodies a structural paradox: possessing little formal 
authority but considerable functional influence—enabling forms of leadership that formal 
command cannot readily perform.The panel asks: What do command SELs do, and how do they 
prepare? What should they learn early—how early, and where? What are the implications of the 
inverted career? How do NCOs differ from officers, and how do they leverage their position as 
senior enlisted leaders? 

 


