NCO INTERMEDIATE LEADERSHIP COURSE
Lake Bachalp, Switzerland

My hat’s off to you, dear

Switzerland
by Master Sergeant Julie G. Hansen
Purchasing and Contracting Officer
NATO Joint Warfare Centre

T

AKING ONE'S HAT OFF is an
idiomatic expression displaying
a sign of gratitude, a non-verbal
nudge of admiration, when you are
so touched, the words may not even
stumble out, which was how I felt after attending the "Intermediate Leadership Course"
in Herisau, Switzerland, in the Fall of 2019.
Via NATO's Partnership for Peace (PfP) Programme, the country of Switzerland offers
both the Intermediate and Advanced Leadership Courses in a Multinational Environment
for Non-Commissioned Officers (NCOs) in
Herisau and Lucerne twice a year. I was one
of the lucky ones chosen by the Joint Warfare
Centre (JWC) to be nominated, and ultimately
selected, to attend last October.
I did not really think I had a chance to
be accepted as competition runs high and the
Swiss school only picks one person from each
nation (max two!) to maximise diversity. But
I had only heard good anecdotes from colleagues that it was a great course to attend, so I
knew I would regret it if I did not apply.

Flashforward a few weeks, and I had an
e-mail from Master Warrant Officer Christian Wiesli, the enigmatic course director. I
say "enigmatic" with great adulation because
upon first meeting the personable and outgoing leader, you do not really see the depth to
which he has systematically planned and carefully orchestrated such a well-designed and
boundary-pushing course, that is meant to test
you. He brings his hand-chosen staff in early to
train and practice the core concepts meant to
both psychologically and physically push you
around to learn more about who you are as a
leader at your core.
Moreover, in the midst of all this learning, he fills your empty moments with cultural
culinary moments and excursions to experience
Switzerland in the most visceral way possible.
One cannot anticipate the level of hospitality
that exudes from the Swiss staff, instructors,
and students. They were not going to let you go
home until you tried all the delicacies of their
great nation from raclette, rosti, and the cheeses,
to the array of sausages and the chocolate.

We were altogether 30 students from
both NATO and PfP Nations. We were men
and women from various services, NATO
Commands, and Member Nations. We all
brought something new and interesting to
e very discussion and trial that was given to us.
Most people were bilingual, but we even had a
few quadrilinguals (shout out to Luxembourg
and Switzerland!) in the class. We had career
field experts, armoury specialists, military police, commanders' executive staff, basic trainee
leaders, and the list goes on. We had a wide
span of ages, experiences and depth of service.
We spoke of stereotypes, strength, and tra gedy,
and most of all, we allowed ourselves to be
ourselves. We made mistakes, we offended
each other sometimes, and we became much
closer because we cared enough to move past
the uncomfortable bits, which are inevitable in
any multicultural setting.
So, here are my takeaways of a class that
changed me, reminded me why I joined the
military in the first place, and gave me extreme
gratitude for our Alliance and the PfP Nations:
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“Pride,
commitment,
mentorship,
responsibility,
discipline,
and so many
other qualities
re-enforced in our
NCO toolboxes.”

1

BE BRAVE ENOUGH TO BE
BAD AT SOMETHING NEW

As a new Airman or Soldier, it is acceptable to
be a learner, and make mistakes. It is a humble
moment after 15 years as an NCO, when you
are forced to put yourself in a position where
you are not the expert, or the one to go to, and
you might even be the team's weakest link in a
particular activity. The course pushes you with
the support of your team, that it is okay to be
bad, be brave, try new things, and allow others
to help you as long as you are trying your best
for your team. I will be forever grateful to the
person who looked in my occasionally fearful
eyes and reminded me that I could do something that I had never done before, and they
were with me through it all.

2

tunity to set a profoundly positive experience
that will ripple on far beyond one conversation.
You are the face of your nation for that receiver,
so be genuine, thoughtful, and supportive.

3

NO ONE EVER MAKES A
DIFFERENCE BY BEING
LIKE EVERYONE ELSE

Simply put, our diversities do become our
strength. Having worked for NATO for over
two years and recognising the challenges of a
multi-cultural dynamic work centre in Stavanger, I know first-hand that misunderstandings
and communication issues are bound to happen, but the subtleties of approach or personality gives great fodder for conversation. Likewise, in Switzerland, from uniform patches to
reactionary humour, there was always a moment to bond and discuss. Learning moments
are everywhere.

4

SURROUND YOURSELF WITH
A TEAM, AS HUNGRY AS YOU

There is something about being with people
who push you to do more, want more, and will
not settle for less. They make you want more too
and they ignite the change inside you. Make no
mistake, the people chosen for this class are special. Their nation or command saw something

totally unique about them that they thought to
nominate them, yet most participants were so
humble they may not have noticed how truly
unique they were. NCOs work hard and they
will not let their teams down. You can see it in
their eyes, and it is a beautiful hunger.

5

ADVENTURES ARE THE BEST
WAYS TO LEARN

Theory is one thing, practical application another. It is one thing to be told how to lead, it
is another to be given five people under your
command and 20 minutes to solve a challenge
best utilising the strengths of your team. Even
more so, when you are not confident or necessarily competent in the challenge itself. There
were many times over the course of the day
that pride had to be swallowed, and change
embraced with fear in the back of your mind.
At some point, you either trusted your team
and went in with a full intention to help and
succeed, or you learned.
I would be remiss of my duty if I give
away all the secrets to this great course, which is
also offered by NATO School Oberammergau.
To really feel appreciation, the greatest moments lie in the secrets and surprises, which
are snuck into the corners of this course by
a nation who will not allow you to forget its
charm and hospitality.
BELOW: Students map out an ethical decisionmaking session, discussing the complexities of
a wartime environment. Photo by NCO
Intermediate Leadership Course PAO

DIVERSITY IN UNITY

RECOGNISE THAT EVERY
INTERACTION YOU HAVE
IS AN OPPORTUNITY TO
MAKE A POSITIVE IMPACT

I was told by a few people they enhanced their
opinions of my country after their time with
me. As a native speaker in a NATO environment, there are small changes one can make to
facilitate better communication. Checking the
use of slang and ensuring you are not talking
over the other person are small, but doable actions, in making sure we are communicating in
a way that mutually benefits both participants.
When you are chosen as an ambassador of your
country, every interaction you have is an oppor-
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As a school for NCOs run by NCOs, this
was a haven just for us. We were only limited
by ourselves. We were continuously reminded
what it means to be an NCO in a larger international context, still leading, still having each
other's back, still encouraging each other to
complete the mission. We were able to give
both positive and constructive feedback and
receive it. The school stripped us down to the
core concepts that run across all our nations
and fuel the knowledge of what it means to
be an NCO. Pride, commitment, mentorship,
responsibility, discipline and so many other
qualities re-enforced in our Non-Commissioned Officer toolboxes.

As the course concluded, I realised that
Switzerland systematically seduced 24 different
nations by investing in the people that invest in
everyone else ― the NCOs!
Not one of us left the country without
fervent admiration for a nation that completely
charmed us by arming us with self-growth in
our own leadership skills, pride in the nations
that built us, and impassioned camaraderie for
the men and women who pushed us to be better, want more, and collaborate for the future
good of all our nations. So, our hat's off to you,
Switzerland, and these moments that will live
in our heart's forever. Thank you! 

The centre of excellence
for leadership training
www.hka.ch
LEFT, BELOW: "If you are open-minded,
you can learn something from everyone,"
said Austrian Army Master Sergeant Dan
Brandner, adding: "An Austrian phrase
commonly used by the NCOs is: 'Vergiss
die 4 Hs nicht! Herz, Hirn, Härte und
Humor', which can be translated into:
'Always use heart, brain, toughness and
humour.' These are indeed the four
basic elements of leadership."

NATO School Oberammergau (NSO)
Commandant U.S. Army Colonel Michael
A. Davis and Slovenian Navy Command
Master Chief Gorazd Škorjanc visit the
course for a Question-and-Answer
mentorship session. All photos by NCO
Intermediate Leadership Course PAO
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Master Warrant Officer
Christian Wiesli
Swiss Army
Chief NCO Development
As a member of a Partnership for Peace
country, how has working with NATO
for facilitating leadership training benefited Swiss NCOs?
- A Swiss NCO is normally posted in
Switzerland during his whole career.
However, to enable the NCOs to collaborate with troops from our neighbours, in case of emergencies, the Swiss
Armed Forces created the "Roadmap for
Interoperability". Our leadership courses
are part of this programme. Our teachers
gain knowledge about other leadership
concepts, other cultures, and other ways
of thinking, which they couldn't gain
within our Armed Forces. But, most of
all, they realise their own capabilities
as teachers and educators in a multinational environment. The courses
strengthen their mental readiness for
future challenges. Last December, we
ran our 51st course. Until today, around
1,500 students from 42 different nations
passed the course.
Your vision, proactive leadership in
making this course filled with such
joyful experience is a testament to
your character. Do you have any advice for other leaders who would like
to setup similar courses?
- Everything you do in NCO Development is not for your personal glory; it is
for the next generation of the NCOs. You
have to like the human being behind the
facade of your students and act carefully,
because maybe you influence their behaviour for the rest of their lives.
- Interview by Master Sergeant Julie G. Hansen

