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ABSTRACT Background: Military service places personnel in situations requiring sustained
effort, disciplined action, emotional control and decision-making under uncertainty. In this article, the
term psychological willpower refers to a functional combination of goal commitment, self-regulation,
persistence and the capacity to act in accordance with professional and ethical standards despite
discomfort or stress. It is considered alongside, but is not identical to, psychological resilience.
Objective: To synthesize international research on individual, interpersonal and organizational factors
that contribute to the development of a warrior’s psychological willpower and to formulate evidence-
informed directions for training. Methods: An integrative narrative review was conducted using peer-
reviewed literature on military resilience, stress regulation, coping, motivation, leadership, unit
cohesion and resilient performance. The synthesis draws on systematic reviews, meta-analyses,
military research and foundational psychological theories. No primary human-subject data were
collected; therefore, no intervention effect or prevalence estimate is claimed. Results: The literature
supports a multilevel model. At the individual level, self-efficacy, adaptive coping, emotional
regulation, realistic optimism, values and physical readiness may support persistence and recovery. At
the interpersonal level, trust, cohesion, social support and psychologically safe communication shape
collective endurance. At the organizational level, ethical leadership, realistic scenario-based training,
recovery opportunities and access to mental-health support influence whether individual capacities can
be sustained. Evidence is heterogeneous, and resilience measures do not uniformly predict operational
performance. Conclusion: Psychological willpower should not be treated as an innate, limitless trait or
as suppression of fear. It is better understood as a trainable, context-dependent capacity supported by
personal skills, cohesive teams and responsible institutions. Training should combine progressive
stress exposure, self-regulation skills, ethical decision-making, teamwork and recovery.

Keywords: military psychology; psychological willpower; resilience; self-regulation; mental
toughness; unit cohesion; stress management.

1. INTRODUCTION

The military profession requires individuals to perform demanding tasks in conditions that may
involve uncertainty, fatigue, time pressure, separation from family, exposure to danger and rapidly
changing information. Under such circumstances, physical capability and technical competence are
essential but insufficient. Personnel must also regulate attention and emotion, sustain purposeful effort,
follow lawful orders, adapt to setbacks and preserve the ability to make sound decisions. These
capacities are commonly discussed through related constructs such as self-control, grit, mental
toughness, coping and psychological resilience.

The expression “psychological willpower of a warrior” is not a single universally standardized
scientific construct. For the purposes of this review, it is used as an integrative term describing the
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capacity to maintain goal-directed, disciplined and ethically appropriate behaviour in the presence of
internal or external obstacles. This operational definition avoids equating willpower with emotional
numbness, blind obedience or the denial of fear. Fear and stress are normal responses; the relevant
capability is to recognize and regulate them sufficiently to act safely and effectively.

Psychological resilience is often defined as a dynamic process of positive adaptation in the
context of significant adversity, rather than a fixed personality trait [1,2]. Military-specific models
emphasize that resilience is shaped by interactions between the individual, the unit and the wider
organization [3,4]. A systematic review of defence and security settings found that confidence, mental
toughness and a stress-is-enhancing mindset were associated with some performance outcomes, while
no single measure or intervention consistently predicted performance across all domains [5]. This
cautions against simplistic claims that one “toughness” score can represent readiness.

The importance of self-regulation is also supported by broader psychological theory. Self-
determination theory proposes that motivation is strengthened when autonomy, competence and
relatedness are supported [6]. Social-cognitive theory identifies self-efficacy—belief in one’s capacity
to organize and execute actions—as an important influence on effort and persistence [7]. Research on
emotion regulation shows that the way individuals respond to emotional experiences can influence
attention, decision-making and interpersonal functioning [8]. These frameworks offer complementary
explanations for how psychological willpower can be developed.

The military context adds an important organizational dimension. A soldier’s capacity to persist
is affected not only by personal characteristics but also by leadership behaviour, unit climate,
workload, rest, family relationships and access to support. Research on non-deployment wellbeing has
highlighted the importance of supervisory support, cohesion and role-related stressors [9].
Consequently, a responsible account of willpower development must avoid placing the entire burden
on the individual.

Objective: This article aims to (1) clarify the concept of a warrior’s psychological willpower; (2)
identify individual, interpersonal and organizational factors associated with its development; (3)
summarize evidence-informed training approaches; and (4) propose a practical multilevel framework
suitable for military education and psychological preparation.

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS

2.1. Review design

An integrative narrative review design was selected because the topic spans several related
constructs and research traditions, including military resilience, self-regulation, motivation, emotion
regulation, coping, leadership and team performance. The purpose was conceptual synthesis rather
than estimation of a pooled intervention effect. The review is therefore not presented as a registered
systematic review, and it does not claim exhaustive coverage of every publication.

2.2. Search approach and source selection

Relevant English-language literature was identified through targeted searches of
PubMed/PubMed Central, publisher platforms and scholarly indexing services. Search concepts
included combinations of “military personnel,” “soldier,” “psychological resilience,” ‘“mental
toughness,” “self-regulation,” “emotion regulation,” “coping,” “unit cohesion,” “leadership,” “stress
inoculation” and “resilient performance.” Priority was given to peer-reviewed systematic reviews,
meta-analyses, military-focused empirical studies and foundational theoretical publications. The
evidence base included publications available up to November 2026.

99 ¢¢ 29 ¢¢ 99 ¢ 29 ¢¢
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Sources were considered relevant when they addressed at least one of the following: (a)
psychological adaptation or resilience in military personnel; (b) mechanisms of self-regulation, coping
or emotion regulation; (¢) motivation and self-efficacy; (d) unit cohesion, social support or leadership;
or (e) training and performance under stress. General-population theories were included where they
provided an established explanatory framework applicable to military settings. Publications were not
treated as equivalent in evidential strength: systematic reviews and meta-analyses were distinguished
from conceptual papers and single studies.

2.3. Data extraction and synthesis

For each selected source, the review considered its population or theoretical focus, the
psychological factor examined, the principal finding and its relevance to willpower development.
Findings were grouped into three levels: individual (micro), interpersonal/unit (meso) and
organizational/institutional (macro). This classification reflects multilevel resilience models in military
psychology [3,4]. A thematic synthesis was then used to identify convergent findings, disagreements
and practical implications.

2.4. Methodological limitations and ethics

Because this is a literature-based review, no participants were recruited, no identifiable personal
data were processed and no new psychological testing was conducted. Institutional ethical approval
was therefore not applicable to the present review. The main limitations are the narrative rather than
fully systematic search process, variation in definitions and measurement tools, and the predominance
of research from Western military settings. The synthesis should be interpreted as an evidence-
informed conceptual framework, not as proof that a specific training package will produce a quantified
improvement.

3. RESULTS

3.1. Conceptual structure of psychological willpower

The reviewed literature suggests that psychological willpower is best understood as a coordinated
set of capacities rather than a single isolated trait. It includes: (1) goal commitment—the ability to
understand and remain oriented toward a meaningful task; (2) self-regulation—the management of
attention, impulses and behaviour; (3) emotional regulation—the ability to recognize emotional
activation and select an adaptive response; (4) persistence and flexible coping—the ability to continue,
modify a plan or seek assistance as conditions change; and (5) ethical control—the ability to maintain
lawful, proportionate and professionally responsible conduct.

This conceptualization overlaps with resilience but differs in emphasis. Resilience concerns
adaptation and recovery following adversity, whereas willpower in this article emphasizes sustained,
deliberate action toward a goal. The constructs interact: self-regulation and persistence may support
performance during a stressful event, while resilience includes the broader process of recovery and
adaptation afterward [1,3]. Neither construct should be interpreted as an expectation that a person
must tolerate unlimited stress.

Construct Core meaning Relevance to a warrior’s
willpower
Self-regulation Managmg.attentlon, impulses | Maintains disciplined action
and behaviour and task focus
Self-cfficacy Belief in one’s ability to Supports foort, persistence
perform a task and learning
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. . Modifying emotional Helps prevent panic, impulsive
Emotion regulation . . . . .
responses and their expression | action and avoidable conflict
o Adapting positively and Supports adjustment during
Resilience N . .
recovering in adversity and after demanding events

May support commitment, but
must remain flexible and
ethical

Strengthens collective
endurance and reliable
teamwork

Sustained effort toward long-

Grit / perseverance
term goals

Trust, belonging and

+ cohesi ‘
Unit cohesion coordinated mutual support

3.2. Individual factors

3.2.1. Self-efficacy and mastery experience

Self-efficacy is a central individual resource because confidence grounded in actual competence
influences whether a person initiates action, how much effort is invested and how long effort is
sustained [7]. In military education, self-efficacy should be developed through progressive mastery:
tasks are introduced at an achievable level, difficulty is increased systematically, and feedback
identifies both effective behaviour and areas for improvement. Overly easy training may fail to build
confidence under pressure, whereas repeated failure without support can undermine it. The
educational objective is calibrated confidence—not overconfidence.

3.2.2. Self-regulation, attention and impulse control

Self-regulation enables personnel to maintain task-relevant behaviour despite distraction,
discomfort or emotional activation. In practice, this includes following a sequence of checks, pausing
before an impulsive response, monitoring fatigue-related errors and returning attention to the
immediate priority. Simple routines—brief pre-task planning, deliberate breathing, mental rehearsal
and after-action reflection—can make regulation more accessible under pressure. These skills should
be practiced in realistic contexts rather than taught only as abstract concepts.

3.2.3. Emotion regulation and adaptive coping

Emotion regulation does not mean eliminating emotion. It involves identifying what is being
experienced, understanding the situation and selecting a response that serves the task and preserves
safety. A recent systematic review of active military personnel found that emotion regulation and
coping are important research areas, while also noting substantial variation in measurement and a
limited number of studies linking these processes directly to operational performance [10]. Adaptive
strategies may include problem-focused coping when a problem can be changed, acceptance when it
cannot be immediately changed, cognitive reappraisal, seeking appropriate support and controlled
attentional refocusing. Persistent avoidance, substance misuse and emotional suppression as the only
strategy may create additional risks.

3.2.4. Values, meaning and autonomous motivation

A clear understanding of professional purpose can help personnel connect demanding tasks with
service, responsibility, protection of others and commitment to lawful standards. Self-determination
theory suggests that motivation is more sustainable when competence, relatedness and appropriate
autonomy are supported [6]. In hierarchical organizations, autonomy does not mean disregarding
command; it can include meaningful participation in learning, understanding the rationale for tasks
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and exercising professional judgement within lawful boundaries. Values-based motivation is strongest
when institutional behaviour is consistent with the values it teaches.

3.2.5. Physical readiness, sleep and recovery

Psychological functioning is inseparable from physical condition. Sleep loss, inadequate nutrition,
dehydration, illness and excessive training load can impair attention, emotional control and decision-
making. Reviews of physiological resilience in military personnel highlight the contribution of
physical performance, body composition, nutrition and other physiological factors to resilience-related
outcomes [11]. Recovery should therefore be treated as a component of readiness, not as a sign of
weakness. The goal is sustainable performance across time, rather than short-lived effort followed by
avoidable exhaustion.

3.3. Interpersonal and unit-level factors

3.3.1. Unit cohesion, trust and belonging

A cohesive unit provides practical and emotional resources: members exchange information,
coordinate action, notice changes in one another’s functioning and provide assistance when needed.
Cohesion is not simply friendship; it includes confidence that colleagues will perform their roles and
that support will be available when circumstances deteriorate. Military resilience literature identifies
social support, belonging and unit cohesion as important protective factors [4,12]. Cohesion can be
weakened by humiliation, discrimination, unresolved conflict or inconsistent standards.

3.3.2. Leadership and role modelling

Leaders influence the psychological climate through fairness, clarity, competence, consistency
and the way they respond to mistakes. A leader who communicates priorities clearly, models
emotional control and encourages learning can strengthen confidence and trust. Conversely, abusive or
unpredictable leadership may increase stress and discourage early reporting of fatigue, injury or
psychological difficulty. Reviews of military wellbeing identify leadership and supervisory support as
important influences on personnel wellbeing [9]. Ethical leadership is therefore a practical condition
for developing disciplined and responsible willpower.

3.3.3. Communication and peer support

Clear communication reduces uncertainty and helps teams coordinate under pressure. Peer
support can also reduce isolation and facilitate early recognition of distress. Support should not be
confused with amateur diagnosis: peers can listen, provide practical help and encourage access to
qualified professionals, but they should not be expected to manage severe psychological symptoms
alone. A culture in which asking for assistance is compatible with professional competence is more
likely to preserve long-term readiness.

3.4. Organizational factors

3.4.1. Realistic and progressive training

Scenario-based training can help personnel practice decision-making, communication and
emotional regulation in conditions that resemble operational demands. A systematic review of resilient
performance in defence and security settings found promising associations for confidence, mental
toughness and stress-is-enhancing mindsets, but reported mixed evidence across performance domains
and interventions [5]. Training should therefore be progressive, supervised and linked to explicit
learning objectives. It should not rely on uncontrolled exposure, humiliation or preventable danger.
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3.4.2. Psychological skills training and stress exposure
Psychological skills training may include goal setting, attentional control, breathing regulation,
mental rehearsal, cognitive reframing, problem-solving and structured debriefing. Stress exposure is
most defensible when it is controlled, proportionate, task-relevant and followed by recovery and
learning. The objective is not to make personnel indifferent to danger; it is to improve recognition,
decision-making and recovery in the presence of manageable stress. Resilience programmes in the
armed forces have used different theoretical approaches and implementation models, with continuing
questions about effectiveness and evaluation [13].
3.4.3. Institutional support and recovery culture
A military organization can either reinforce or undermine individual resilience. Adequate staffing,
predictable procedures, access to healthcare, fair treatment, rest opportunities and confidential
psychological services create conditions in which personnel can maintain performance. Recent
military resilience synthesis argues for attention to micro-, meso- and macro-level factors and warns
against locating responsibility exclusively in the individual [3]. Organizational policies should
therefore treat psychological health as part of operational capability.
3.5. Summary of factors

Level Factor Proposed mechanism | Practical
development
approach

Builds confidence to Proeressive maste
Individual Self-efficacy initiate and sustain & r
specific feedback
effort
iesdgiesislr:r? (111151V€ Breathing, reappraisal,
Individual Emotion regulation P attention-control
supports clear .
. practice
judgement
Matches response to Problem-solving,
Individual Adaptive coping controllable and acceptance, help-
uncontrollable . ’
seeking
stressors
Individual Values and motivation Connegts effort to Ethlc?l education,
professional purpose meaningful goals
.. Physical readiness and | Protects cognitive and | Fitness, sleep hygiene,
Individual . L .
sleep emotional functioning | recovery planning
Improves mutual Team tasks, shared
Unit Cohesion and trust support and reflection, fair
coordinated action standards
Shapes safety, Role modelling, clear

Unit Leadership confidence and communication, non-

learning climate humiliating feedback

Oreanization Trainine desien Develops skills Scenario-based

£ £ & through controlled progression and
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practice debriefing
Confidential services,
rest and referral
pathways

Enables early help and

Organization Support systems sustainable readiness

4. DISCUSSION

The main finding of this integrative review is that a warrior’s psychological willpower should be
developed through a multilevel system. Individual skills matter, but they are influenced by
relationships and institutional conditions. This conclusion is consistent with contemporary resilience
frameworks that conceptualize adaptation as a dynamic interaction between challenge, protective
factors and processes operating across multiple systems [3,4]. It also aligns with military-specific
reviews that identify individual coping alongside unit leadership, cohesion and structural support
[12,13].

First, willpower should be distinguished from rigid persistence. In complex operational
environments, continuing an ineffective action may be less adaptive than pausing, reassessing and
changing the plan. Psychological strength therefore includes cognitive flexibility, accurate appraisal
and willingness to seek assistance. Grit research has emphasized perseverance toward long-term goals,
but persistence should not be interpreted as inflexibility or as a substitute for competence and
judgement [14].

Second, resilience training should be evaluated against meaningful outcomes. A meta-analysis of
prospective studies among military personnel reported generally low-to-small associations between
resilience measures and later mental health or functioning, questioning whether resilience scales alone
are sufficient predictors [15]. Similarly, defence-performance reviews show that effects vary by task
and context [5]. Programmes should therefore assess not only self-reported toughness but also
observable decision quality, teamwork, error recognition, help-seeking, recovery and longer-term
wellbeing.

Third, the training environment must model the standards it seeks to develop. A culture that
praises endurance while ignoring unsafe workload, poor leadership or stigma may produce
concealment rather than resilience. The individual must be trained to regulate stress, but commanders
and institutions must also reduce avoidable stressors and provide appropriate support. This does not
remove individual responsibility; it places that responsibility within a realistic system.

Fourth, the ethical dimension is essential. Psychological willpower is not equivalent to
unquestioning obedience. A professionally prepared service member must understand lawful orders,
rules of engagement, proportionality, protection of civilians and the duty to report unsafe or unlawful
conduct. Ethical self-control is part of disciplined performance, particularly when fear, anger or group
pressure may influence judgement.

4.1. Proposed practical model for development

Based on the synthesis, a practical programme may be organized into five mutually reinforcing
stages. These are recommendations derived from the literature, not a validated intervention protocol:

Stage Core activities Expected learning outcome
. Assess fitness, sleep, stressors, | Individualized development
1. Baseline assessment . o
coping, self-efficacy and priorities
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support needs

2. Foundational skills

Goal setting, attention control,
breathing, emotion labelling
and problem-solving

Basic self-regulation repertoire

3. Progressive application

Supervised scenarios with
increasing complexity and
realistic time constraints

Transfer of skills to demanding
tasks

4. Team and leadership
practice

Communication, mutual
support, ethical dilemmas and
leader role-modelling

Collective efficacy and trust

5. Recovery and review

Structured debrief, rest,
feedback, referral when needed
and follow-up assessment

Learning, recovery and
sustainable readiness

INDIVIDUAL FACTORS
Self-regulation « efficacy
Emotion regulation ¢ valueg

INTERPERSONAL FACTORS
Unit cohesion = trust
peer and family support

IORGANIZATIONAL FACTORS
Fthical leadership ¢ training
recovery « support systemg

PSYCHOLOGICAL WILLPOWER & RESILIENT PERFORMANCE
Goal commitment « disciplined action « adaptive coping
sound decisions under pressure « recovery after stress

A multilevel, trainable and context-dependent model (authors’ synthesis)

Figure 1. Multilevel conceptual framework for developing psychological willpower in military

personnel (authors’ synthesis).

4.2. Suggested indicators for programme evaluation

Evaluation should combine self-report, behavioural observation and organizational indicators.
Possible measures include validated resilience or coping scales, self-efficacy measures, sleep and
fatigue monitoring, structured observation of communication and decision-making in training,
attendance and referral data in aggregate form, and follow-up assessment of wellbeing. Instruments
should be selected for the language, culture and population in which they will be used. No single score
should determine a person’s suitability for service or be interpreted without context.
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Evaluation domain Possible indicator Caution in interpretation
. Observed adherence to task Performance depends on task
Self-regulation . . !
sequence; attentional errors difficulty and experience
Validated task-specific self- Confidence may exceed actual
Self-efficacy
efficacy scale competence
Validated questionnaire plus Self-report is vulnerable to

Emotion regulation . . . L
£ scenario observation social desirability

Communication, coordination | Ratings can be affected by
and mutual assistance ratings | hierarchy and group bias

Team functioning

Sleep, fatigue and wellbeing Protect confidentiality; avoid
Recovery o
trends punitive use
. . After-action review quality Do not equate absence of
Operational learning . .
and error correction reported errors with success

4.3. Limitations and future research

The evidence base has several limitations. First, “willpower,” “mental toughness” and
“resilience” are defined and measured differently, making direct comparison difficult. Second, many
studies are observational, and associations do not establish causation. Third, research is concentrated
in particular national military systems, so findings may not transfer unchanged to other cultural, legal
and organizational settings. Fourth, direct links between psychological skills training and field
performance remain less extensively studied than links with self-reported psychological outcomes
[10,5].

Future research should use longitudinal and mixed-method designs, include diverse military
populations and assess outcomes at individual and unit levels. Studies should report training dose,
instructor competence, adverse effects, follow-up duration and operational context. Research should
also distinguish healthy discipline from harmful emotional suppression and examine how leadership,
workload and recovery moderate the effects of individual training. Locally adapted studies in Central
Asian military and educational settings would help determine cultural relevance and practical
feasibility.

5. CONCLUSION

A warrior’s psychological willpower is a multidimensional and developable capacity involving
purposeful motivation, self-regulation, emotional control, persistence, adaptive coping and ethical
judgement. Its development is influenced by individual resources, the quality of interpersonal
relationships and the conditions created by military organizations. Evidence supports progressive
mastery experiences, practical psychological skills, cohesive teamwork, ethical leadership, realistic
scenario-based learning and adequate recovery as important components of preparation. However, the
literature does not justify treating willpower as an unlimited personal resource or assuming that one
resilience measure predicts operational effectiveness. Sustainable psychological readiness requires a
balance between disciplined individual action and responsible organizational support. The most
effective approach is therefore not simply to make a warrior endure more, but to help the person
recognize stress, regulate responses, make sound decisions, work reliably with others and recover
appropriately.
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