[image: ]Department of the Army
ARMY RESERVE OFFICER TRAINING CORPS
UNIVERSITY OF SOUTH CAROLINA
COLUMBIA, SOUTH CAROLINA 29208-0722

	


ATCC-DDS-CSC

SUBJECT: Black Hearts Case Study: Moral Leadership


ATCC-DDS-CSC							                     27 April 2025


MEMORANDUM FOR RECORD

SUBJECT: Black Hearts Case Study: Moral Leadership

1.  This memorandum analyzes and discusses leadership lessons and moral failures within 1st Platoon, Bravo Company, 1/502 Infantry, as detailed in the Black Hearts case study. It answers directed questions regarding factors contributing to moral disengagement, leadership failures, individual leader analysis, and lessons for the profession of arms.
2.  What factors contributed to the moral disengagement of 1st Platoon? What actions could you have taken to prevent it?​
a.  Several factors contributed to the moral disengagement of the 1st Platoon. Chief among these were poor living conditions, high combat stress, lack of discipline and adherence to uniform standards, low morale, and the challenges of toxic senior leaders. Leaders focused excessively on appearance rather than Soldier welfare, leading to feelings of abandonment.		
b.  [bookmark: _Hlk194310753]Additionally, leaders focused excessively on appearance rather than Soldier welfare, leading to feelings of abandonment. Preventative actions would have included establishing a favorable command climate early, ensuring proper resource support, fostering open communication, rotating platoons off static positions, reinforcing the Army Values consistently, and addressing misconduct immediately and decisively.

c.  Toxic command climate: Leadership at the battalion level (specifically LTC Kunk and CSM Edwards) created an environment driven by fear, humiliation, and unrealistic expectations rather than empowerment and discipline grounded in Army Values.
d.  

3.  What Could You Have Done to Lead 1st Platoon More Effectively?

       a.  Actions that could have been taken to prevent the moral breakdown in 1st Platoon include many preventative measures. Effectively, I would have prioritized consistent   ethical leadership, maintained Soldier welfare as a tactical priority, conducted regular leadership presence at TCPs and remote posts, enforced clear standards with fairness, and cultivated a culture of trust and discipline. Engaged leadership, empathetic counseling, and realistic tactical directives would have countered the isolation and frustration that bred misconduct.

b. Additionally, proactive presence: Regular visits to TCPs and JSB to conduct inspections, listen to Soldier concerns, and reinforce the mission’s purpose beyond just survival could have been done to help prevent the moral decline in the minds of the Soldiers who lost confidence in the reasons why they were in Iraq. 

4.  CPT John Goodwin’s leadership, although marked by loyalty and dedication, was ultimately a critical failure in several key areas:

a.  Failure to advocate for his Soldiers: Goodwin accepted impossible tasks (such as “owning” Route Sportster without sufficient personnel or guidance) without sufficiently pushing back to battalion leadership. Despite knowing that TCPs were undermanned and dangerously exposed, he did not escalate these issues forcefully enough to higher headquarters.

b.  Emotional exhaustion and detachment: Goodwin was physically and mentally worn down. He was seen sleeping under a blanket in the TOC rather than leading from the front. His inability to remove himself from constant radio monitoring showed dedication but also unhealthy micromanagement without decisive action to remedy systemic problems.

c.  Failure to adjust leadership methods: When standards collapsed at TCPs, including drinking, drug abuse, and violence toward detainees, Goodwin’s leadership responses were slow and inconsistent. He lacked the decisiveness to remove toxic leaders like SGT Yribe earlier or to discipline failures before they metastasized into atrocities.

d.  Lack of ethical intervention: Perhaps most notably, after the deaths of SSG Nelson and SGT Casica, the platoon hardened its animosity toward the local Iraqi population. Goodwin did little to reaffirm counterinsurgency goals or restrain the platoon’s growing disdain, enabling an “us versus them” mentality. CPT Goodwin’s failures were not due to malicious intent. Still, his collapse under operational strain, emotional exhaustion, and passive acceptance of a broken system significantly contributed to the ethical breakdown of 1st Platoon.

5.  This story highlights that combat leadership is more than mission accomplishment; it is about maintaining the moral and ethical integrity of the unit. Effective leadership requires vigilance, moral courage, and empathy even under immense operational strain. Failure to prioritize ethical leadership endangers the mission, damages the Army’s reputation, and results in catastrophic consequences. The Black Hearts case study demonstrates that effective leadership demands tactical expertise and an uncompromising commitment to Army Values. Leaders must be actively engaged, morally courageous, and attentive to their Soldiers’ discipline and well-being to prevent the kind of breakdown witnessed in Bravo Company. 


6.  The point of contact for this memorandum is CDT Carlissa B. Morehead at 253 370-7058 or carlissa.b.morehead.mil@army.mil.
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