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Abstract: Military morale is a concept widely used to 
describe the motivational element of soldiers’ will to fight 
or “the energy that drives soldiers to perform qualitatively 
better in stressful conditions, characterised by enthusiasm 
and persistence when engaging in collective, i.e. unit-level 
activities”. This longitudinal study explored the interlink-
ages between perceptions of military morale, the Big Five 
personality traits and select socio-demographic charac-
teristics among the conscripts of the Estonian Defence 
Forces and predicting directly measurable individual and 
collective types of military morale. Moreover, the fluctua-
tion of military morale over the training cycle of conscript 
service (11 months) was tracked. The findings indicate 
that at the start of military service, individual morale has 
a low or medium statistically significant correlation with 
conscripts’ personality traits, with Conscientiousness 
and Neuroticism demonstrating the strongest relations; 
however, the correlation with Neuroticism was negative. 
Additionally, when viewed throughout the course of the 
entire training cycle, the morale demonstrated a U-shaped 
progression, i.e. high at the beginning, dropping in the 
middle and rising back up at the end of military service. 
At the same time, socio-demographic variables demon-
strated little or non-significant role in predicting individ-
ual or collective morale. The results indicate that morale 
fluctuates over time and is affected by personal charac-
teristics. For practitioners, these results could help to 
reinforce the positive impact of morale on collective and 
individual performances.

Keywords: military morale, personality, the Big Five, 
socio-demographic variables

Introduction
Military morale has been considered one of the most 
important contributors to improved performance in the 
military environment (Manning 1991; Ivey 2014; Fennell 
2014; Britt and Dickinson 2006; Reed et al. 2011: 203). 
Throughout history, both practitioners and researchers 
have sought to define and conceptualize the phenomenon 
of military morale. However, what it is or how it is related 
to individual or collective performance is still not fully 
clear. Generally, the term “morale” has been used together 
with other constructs that have a similar meaning (see e.g. 
Hardy 2009: 24; Ingraham and Manning 1981; Peterson 
et al. 2008; Shamir et al. 2000).

The most widely used definition of military morale 
has been offered by Manning (1991: 455) as “the enthu-
siasm and persistence with which a member of a group 
engages in the prescribed activities of that group”. Britt 
and Dickinson (2006: 162) elaborate it further as “a 
service member’s level of motivation and enthusiasm 
for accomplishing mission objectives”, arguing that 
their definition captures the elements of military morale 
better, especially in the case of individuals participating 
in military operations. Either Manning’s definition has 
been used for military morale, as by van Boxmeer et al. 
(2007) and Jonsson et al. (2010), or Britt and Dickinson’s 
definition has been used, e.g. by Dyches et al. (2017) and 
Britt et al. (2007).

The authors of this study propose a definition and 
model of military morale as a variable that gives a service 
member energy that drives him/her to perform quali-
tatively better in stressful conditions and that which is 
characterized by enthusiasm and persistence with which 
individual unit members engage in the tasks assigned to 
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the unit as a whole/collective (Kasemaa and Säälik 2021). 
In this context, a unit could be a team, squad, platoon, 
company or any other military equivalent. Consequently, 
we approach military morale as both an individual-level 
and a collective (i.e. unit-level)-level construct, i.e. as a 
variable that describes the individuals within the social 
context and sees units as social entities.

Some previous studies have attempted to associate 
morale with certain psychological constructs, such as 
individual personality patterns (Herrera 2012), or with 
positive and negative affectivity of various aspects of 
morale (e.g. work engagement and burnout) (Kasemaa 
and Säälik 2021; Steger et al. 2013). This study seeks to 
answer whether directly measured morale could be pre-
dicted by individual characteristics, such as personality 
traits or socio-demographic factors, to provide a better 
understanding of why some service members are more 
likely to be enthusiastic about and more engaged in their 
work-related activities. Furthermore, it might contribute 
to the development of interventions to promote military 
morale and improve performance as a result.

Overall, the aim of this study is to explore the role 
of individual characteristics (i.e. personality traits and 
socio-demographic variables) in predicting military 
morale, at both the individual and collective levels. Conse-
quently, the principal research question seeks to ascertain 
whether personality or socio-demographic characteristics 
contribute to the fluctuation of military morale and to 
what extent.

Defining military morale
The definition and conceptualization of morale as an 
individual or collective psychological phenomenon has 
gone through several iterations over time, studied in both 
the military context and outside it (Gal 1986; Motowidlo  
and Borman 1977, 1978; Britt et al. 2007). Most commonly, 
morale has been defined by enthusiasm (Britt et al. 2007; 
Cotton and Hart 2003; Manning 1991; Shamir et al. 2000), 
general feelings of satisfaction (Motowidlo and Borman 
1977; Manning 1994; Hardy 2009) and motivation to 
achieve group objectives (Motowidlo and Borman 1977; 
Britt and Dickinson 2006); or through well-being based 
on self- and group confidence (Gal 1986) or self- and/or 
collective efficacy (Hardy 2009); but also through the cog-
nitive, emotional and motivational stance towards group 
goals and tasks (Peterson et al. 2008). Usually, it comprises 
such characteristics as confidence, optimism, enthusi-
asm and loyalty, as well as a sense of common purpose. 
Thus, almost all definitions of morale incorporate several 

self-determined psychological elements related to feel-
ings or state of mind, e.g. energy and enthusiasm, but also 
factors related to goals and groups.

Britt and Dickinson (2006) examined military morale 
primarily as a unidimensional construct, while van 
Boxmeer et al. (2007) used a multidimensional conceptu-
alization. Furthermore, van Boxmeer et al. (2007) argued 
that the elements of military morale, such as enthusiasm 
and persistence, might be very close to the key elements of 
work engagement (based on Maslach and Leiter’s concept 
of work engagement, comprising energy and involvement) 
and its opposite – burnout, characterized primarily by 
exhaustion and cynicism (Maslach and Leiter 1997). This 
approach has subsequently been used in several empiri-
cal studies, e.g. by Chambel et al. (2015), Ivey et al. (2015) 
and van Boxmeer et al. (2011), and forms the basis for the 
conceptual model put forward by the authors of this study 
as well.

Generally, military morale has been found to be pos-
itively associated with several psychological and attitu-
dinal variables that contribute to organizational success, 
such as well-being (Tucker et al. 2005), job satisfaction 
(Motowidlo and Borman 1978; Tucker et al. 2005), small 
unit cohesion (Griffith 1988) and collective efficacy (Jex 
and Bliese 1999), to name a few. Moreover, military morale 
has been shown to mitigate the effect of job-related stress 
on performance (Milgram et al. 1989; Britt et al. 2013). Fur-
thermore, morale has been found to be negatively associ-
ated with the symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder 
(Whitesell and Owens 2012; Dyches et al. 2017). Therefore, 
it is important to explore how the personal factors of each 
individual member of an organization affect the overall 
level of organizational morale.

Whether the phenomenon of morale is primarily an 
individual- or a group-level characteristic is still under 
debate. Some studies have found morale to be related to 
both individuals and groups (Ivey 2014: 9), while others 
have underlined the role of individuals within those 
groups (Peterson et al. 2008; Hardy 2009; Britt and Oliver 
2013: 49). Considering our definition of military morale as 
something that gives service members energy and that is 
characterized by enthusiasm and persistence with which 
individual members engage in the tasks assigned to their 
unit, we might conclude that it is primarily an individual- 
level construct. However, when individual members 
believe that their unit is able to manage collectively in 
stressful situations, it could be a contributor to mili-
tary morale. This assumption is supported by previous 
research (Shamir et al. 2000; Chen and Bliese 2002; Britt 
and Dickinson 2006: 172) and, therefore, it is warranted 
that some elements of morale should be considered at the 



24   Kasemaa and Säälik, Predictors of morale in the Estonian military

unit level as well. One possible approach is to look at unit 
morale as an aggregation of the individual morale of each 
unit member. This approach is supported by such authors 
as Ivey (2014: 14) and Euwema et al. (2009).

Personality and military morale
An individual’s personality can be defined as something 
that makes that person unique, setting them apart from 
others, ranging from Allport’s definition as the psycho-
physical systems creating a person’s characteristic pat-
terns of behaviour, thoughts and feelings (1961: 28); to 
Child’s construct as the more-or-less stable internal factors 
making one person’s behaviour consistent from one time 
to another and different from the behaviour that other 
people might manifest in comparable situations (1968: 
83); to Funder’s suggestion as the individual differences 
in characteristic patterns of thinking, feeling and behav-
ing, together with the psychological mechanisms (hidden 
or not) behind those patterns (2001: 2).

Most commonly in use is, however, McCrae and Costa’s 
concept of personality as the way in which people perceive 
and interpret events, thoughts and feelings in their life 
(2008: 160). Drawing on those examples, the central idea 
of a uniquely characteristic pattern of thoughts, feelings 
and behaviours as someone’s more-or-less constant and, 
therefore, predictable trait has been most recently formu-
lated through perception and interpretation of life events, 
which leads us to assume that if we can identify measur-
able personality traits, we should also be able to predict 
other types of psychological perceptions of life events (e.g. 
perceived well-being, level of morale, and so on).

The five-factor model of personality, better known as 
the Big Five, with its acronym OCEAN, describes personal-
ity as the framework through which people perceive and 
interpret events, thoughts and feelings in their life, and it 
is made up of the following factors: Openness to experi-
ence (Ope), Conscientiousness (Con), Extraversion (Ext), 
Agreeableness (Agr) and Neuroticism (Neu) (Costa and 
McCrae 1995; McCrae and Costa 2008). Previous studies 
have found that personality dimensions are closely linked 
to a variety of organizational variables, such as job sat-
isfaction (Judge et al. 2002), commitment (Erdheim et al. 
2006) or counterproductive behaviour (Dalal 2005; Berry 
et al. 2007). Sinclair and Tucker (2006: 210–211) argue that 
the role of personality is more important for occupations 
involving higher intensity of interpersonal interactions, as 
in the case of the military.

Ope means that the person tends to be curious and 
creative and needs variety and independence; the person 

also tends to be quite open to feelings, actions, ideas and 
values (Costa and McCrae 1992; McCrae and Costa 2008). 
Ope has been found to have a strong correlation with con-
textual performance as compared to task performance 
(Chiaburu et al. 2011), as well as a positive correlation 
with work engagement (Akhtar et al. 2015; Morgan and de 
Bruin 2010), whereas it appeared to have a non-significant 
correlation with burnout (Kim et al. 2007).

Con as a personality trait means that the person is 
dutiful, self-disciplined, follows rules and ethical princi-
ples and tends to be focussed on job involvement (Costa 
and McCrae 1992; McCrae and Costa 2008). Con has been 
found to be correlated with, or even be able to predict, 
both task and contextual performances across most  
occupations (Sinclair and Tucker 2006; Chiaburu et al. 
2011) as well as to work engagement (Bakker et al. 2012).

Ext refers to active, gregarious and excitement- 
seeking people who exhibit high levels of enthusiasm 
and optimism (Costa and McCrae 1992; McCrae and Costa 
2008), with positive relationship to task and contextual 
performances (Chiaburu et al. 2011) and work engagement 
(Akhtar et al. 2015; Inceoglu and Warr 2011), while having 
a negative correlation with exhaustion (Gustafsson et al. 
2009; Kim et al. 2007).

Agr means that the person is altruistic, trusting and 
trustworthy, sensitive towards the needs of others and 
therefore values a cooperative work environment or tends 
to develop positive relations with co-workers relatively 
easily (Costa and McCrae 1992; McCrae and Costa 2008). 
Agr has shown positive correlation with contextual perfor-
mance (Ilies et al. 2009; Chiaburu et al. 2011) and with work 
engagement (Akhtar et al. 2015; Morgan and de Bruin 2010).

Neu is a personality trait that represents a tendency 
to experience negative emotions. As a result, these people 
tend to be anxious, depressed, fearful, impulsive and vul-
nerable (Costa and McCrae 1992; McCrae and Costa 2008). 
Neu has been shown to have a negative correlation with 
task and contextual performances (Chiaburu et al. 2011) 
and a positive one with exhaustion and cynicism (Bühler 
and Land 2003; Kim et al. 2007; Langelaan et al. 2006).

Thus, while most personality traits are associated 
with positive emotions and striving towards better per-
formance, we can also see that neurotic people tend to 
focus on the negative aspects of situations. Moreover, they 
might also ignore or downplay the feelings of engagement 
due to their tendency to become easily frustrated and 
evaluate their personal competencies as well as future 
prospects negatively, as revealed by research conducted 
by Kim et  al. (2009) and Bakker et al. (2002), who con-
cluded that Neu is the primary personality trait predicting 
burnout at work.
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Based on the aforementioned studies, it could be 
assumed that the Big Five personality traits are well suited 
for describing the level of morale. Based on previous find-
ings, we posit the following hypotheses regarding the 
effect of the Big Five personality traits on military morale 
(H1): morale is positively correlated with Con, Ext, Agr 
and Ope (H1.1); and, morale is negatively correlated with 
Neu (H1.2).

In addition, previous studies have demonstrated that 
the Big Five personality traits are able to explain a signif-
icant part of subjective well-being (Ryff 1989). Therefore, 
the similarities between well-being and morale and the 
differences between individual and collective types of 
morale (i.e. the first addresses the level of personal morale, 
while the other portrays the morale of one’s fellow unit 
members or unit-level morale) are considered. Addition-
ally, we might also hypothesize that different personality 
traits are more strongly related with either individual or 
collective morale. For example, people who value social 
relationships (i.e. exhibit a high level of Agr) or those who 
are happy to express themselves in social contexts (i.e. 
a high level of Ext) might rate collective morale higher 
than individual morale, whereas individuals who tend 
to get anxious quite easily (a high level of Neu) or who 
value order and discipline (a high level of Con) might rate 
individual morale more highly. Therefore, we posit that 
Agr and Ext are more strongly correlated with collective 
morale (H2.1), while Con and Neu are more strongly corre-
lated with individual morale (H2.2).

Fluctuation of military morale
Only a few studies that explore military morale over 
a longer period of time exist, despite the fact that the 
concept of military morale and its fluctuation has cap-
tured the interest of both researchers and practition-
ers (Britt and Dickinson 2006). For example, Britt et al. 
(2007) conducted longitudinal research in Kosovo, 
focussing on long-term associations between morale 
and depression. Another example that suits our con-
ceptualization of morale is the research conducted by 
Cremers (2018), studying morale in the Dutch army in the 
context of deployment. Cremers’ findings indicate that, 
in general, the positive components of morale, such as 
vigour and dedication, were higher before deployment 
as compared to during deployment, whereas the oppo-
site was true for burnout (i.e. cynicism and exhaustion)  
(Cremers 2018).

Furthermore, the research on small unit cohesion 
suggests that during conscription, military morale may 

undergo a U-shaped progression. This hypothesis is sup-
ported by research conducted by Vaitkus and Griffith 
(1990), Siebold (1999) and Siebold (2006), who argue that 
it takes time for unit cohesion to develop, which tends to 
drop after a certain period of time, and that after a while, 
it starts increasing again but does not reach the same level 
as before the drop. Contrarily, Bartone and Adler (1999), 
as well as Maugen and Litz (2006), have found that the 
development of unit cohesion follows a reverse-U shape. 
The research conducted outside the military context 
seems to indicate that the perception of work engagement 
and burnout might be quite stable (see e.g. Xanthopoulou 
et al. 2009; Sonnenchein 2007: 14), although influenced 
by several organizational variables, such as support-
ive colleagues, self-efficacy, job autonomy, etc. (see e.g. 
Salanova et al. 2006; Xanthopoulou et al. 2009; Houkes 
et al. 2011). Therefore, the authors of this paper argue that 
military morale is not just an isolated and stable phenom-
enon but should instead be seen as a dynamic process 
that changes over time.

So far, there have not been many studies focussing on 
morale in the Estonian Defence Forces (EDF) and related 
organizations (Parmak 2010; Kasemaa and Säälik 2021). 
Beyond Estonia, the majority of research has focussed 
on professional armies and not on conscription-based 
ones (see e.g. Ivey et al. 2015; van Boxmeer et al. 2007; 
Britt et al. 2007, etc.), and therefore, we do not have much 
insights regarding the changes of military morale over 
longer periods of time in such compulsory service context. 
However, the specific context of the Estonian conscription 
service might lead to the assumption that morale is quite 
high in the beginning of the service, especially after sol-
diers finish their basic training. Drawing on research on 
work engagement and burnout (Sonnentag et al. 2010), we 
posit that there might be periods during which conscripts 
experience higher or lower morale. For example, con-
scripts probably feel quite motivated and efficient when 
they enter conscript service, and therefore, their engage-
ment should be quite high and, despite the new stressful 
context, the possibility of burnout is not very likely due 
to the rather short time of military service. Further on, 
it could be that in the middle of the military service, the 
energy, motivation and enthusiasm will drop, because 
military life is not that exciting anymore, and, as a result, 
the conscripts become gradually bored. Finally, at the 
end of their service, the conscripts take part in the final 
exercise, which might mitigate the effects of burnout and 
boost positive emotions. This leads to our third hypothesis 
H3: military morale is high at the beginning, drops to its 
lowest level in the middle and returns to a higher level at 
the end of military service.
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Socio-demographic variables and 
military morale
There have been studies analysing correlations between 
work engagement/burnout and socio-demographic varia-
bles (e.g. Suzuki et al. 2015; Ahola et al. 2006). Drawing 
on the studies that have conceptualized military morale 
through work engagement and burnout (e.g. van Boxmeer 
et al. 2007; Ivey et al. 2015), we estimate that there may 
also be an association between military morale and certain 
socio-demographic variables. Specifically, we are inter-
ested in exploring whether socio-demographic factors, 
such as age, position, education, mother tongue, place 
of residence and university student status, affect military 
morale and to what extent they might predict morale.

The differences among age groups in studies on 
morale show that younger employees tend to experience 
higher levels of burnout (Patrick and Lavery 2007; Garrosa 
et al. 2008) and register lower levels of work engagement 
(James et al. 2011). In addition, Maugen and Litz (2006), 
using a single-item approach, found a positive correla-
tion between age and morale; their findings have subse-
quently been confirmed by Whitesell and Owens (2012), 
as well as Farley and Veitch (2003). Consequently, we 
deduce that older individuals who probably have better 
social skills and coping mechanisms might exhibit higher 
morale as well.

Second, some studies have found that work status 
(i.e. temporary versus permanent positions) has a signif-
icant impact on burnout (Garrosa et al. 2008). Moreover, 
Schaufeli and Bakker (2004) found that managers seem to 
experience higher work engagement than employees (Kim 
et al. 2009). Maugen and Litz (2006) found a positive cor-
relation between military rank and military morale (meas-
ured by a single-item approach). Additionally, Halverson 
and Bliese (1996), whose research focussed on morale 
during peacekeeping operations, also found differences 
between ranks. In the context of the EDF, although we 
focus only on conscription service, we expect to encounter 
differences in morale across different positions.

Third, studies that have analysed the role of education 
have also found correlations with work engagement and 
burnout (Sharma et al. 2017). For example, Yildiz Durak 
and Saritepeci (2019) found that occupational burnout 
increased for people with higher levels of education; 
similarly, Demus (2018) also studied well-being among 
conscripts and obtained the same results. However, a 
few studies have found education to have no significant 
effect on work engagement (Geldenhuys and Henn 2017;  
Mahboubi et al. 2014) or attitudes towards conscription 

service (Müürsoo 2018). We might interpret these differ-
ing findings as follows: conscripts with higher levels of 
education are usually older and may have set their path of 
life as more stable already and, therefore, may not be that 
motivated to enter mandatory conscription service.

Fourth, as regards research on military morale in 
the EDF, one of the previous studies by Parmak (2010) 
reported differences between morale/burnout and ethnic 
background among conscripts, indicating that conscripts 
with mother tongue other than Estonian exhibited lower 
levels of morale at the beginning of conscript service; 
however, over time, their morale showed signs of increas-
ing morale. Moreover, Müürsoo (2018) found significant 
differences in attitudes towards conscription service 
among different language groups in EDF.

In addition to the aforementioned socio-demographic 
characteristics (i.e. age, service position, education and 
ethnicity), we decided to also include place of residence 
and university student status into the analyses. In this 
context, although we found some pieces of information 
in previous studies explaining, for instance, the associa-
tions between place of residence and life satisfaction as 
reported by Switek (2012), in general, there is little infor-
mation or insufficient reliable findings on the interrela-
tionships between military morale and these additional 
socio-demographic variables.

Research methodology

Research sample and procedure

The study was conducted among conscripts of the EDF. 
The sample was divided into three separate measurement 
waves over the course of 8 or 11 months to track the fluc-
tuation of military morale over time, i.e. respondents were 
administered questionnaires at the start, in the middle 
and at the end of conscription service.

Estonian conscription service (https://mil.ee/en/
defence-forces/compulsory-military-service/), which is 
compulsory for all male citizens, has two tracks: service 
lasting approximately 11 months for leaders and special-
ists; and lasting approximately 8  months for soldiers in 
general. Training for both tracks takes place in different 
training centres (equivalent of battalions), except reserve 
officer training, which is carried out separately. Alto-
gether, conscripts from eight training centres, divided 
into 29 companies (a company was, at that time, the 
principal unit that organized the training), participated 
in the study. The selection of companies was completely 
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random; therefore, the authors assume no systematic bias 
of the results due to the unit membership.

The first wave, namely the start of conscript service, 
comprised 359 conscripts, while the second wave in the 
middle stage of military service comprised 1,354 conscripts 
and the last wave at the end of military service comprised 
1,236 conscripts from the different training units. More 
precise data of socio-demographic characteristics are pre-
sented in Table 1.

All questionnaires were administered to voluntary 
participants who filled them out in a classroom using 
the paper-and-pencil approach. After providing informed 
consent, participants were asked to fill out the question-
naires. The procedure of administering the questionnaires 
in three separate waves follows the logic of the EDF’s 
conscription service, i.e. the first wave of questionnaires 
was administered at the end of the 3-month basic course, 
while the second was administered in the middle stage of 
conscript service and the third was administered at the 
end of conscription (i.e. before, during and after the final 
field exercise).

Measures of military morale, personality and 
socio-democratic background

In this study, military morale was measured by three direct 
morale (DMorale) items that were formulated as state-
ments reflecting the respondent’s personal perception 
regarding both their own level of morale (IND) and the 
collective morale of their unit (COL) (see e.g. Gal 1986; Gal 
and Manning 1987; van Boxmeer et al. 2007). These direct 
morale items were as follows: (1) “My personal morale is...”; 
(2) “the morale of my unit is...”; (3) “the morale of my fellow 
soldiers is…”. Although several previous studies have 
used a similar single-item approach (e.g. Whitesell and 
Owens 2012; Gal 1986; Gal and Manning 1987; Dyches et 
al. 2017), we decided to use those variables separately as a 
construct of individual and collective types of morale and, 
additionally, aggregate all items together as one cumula-
tive variable of direct military morale. The questionnaire 
used a five-point Likert scale from “strongly disagree (1)” 
to “strongly agree (5)”. Our previous study demonstrated 
the following confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) figures: 
c2(5) = 31.45; p = 0.000; root mean square error of approx-
imation (RMSEA): 0.089; comparative fit index (CFI): 0.99; 
non-normed fit index (NNFI): 0.97; and standardized root 
mean square (SRMS): 0.035 (Kasemaa and Säälik 2021).

The Short Personality Questionnaire (SPQ-40) was 
used (Parmak et al. 2021), which is a 40-item instrument 
measuring the Big Five personality traits (Costa and 
McCrae 1995): Ext, Agr, Neu, Openness and Con (eight 
items per trait). The CFA (method of estimation: diago-
nally weighted least squares) demonstrated a good fit to 
the data for this instrument: c2(730) = 1,545.16; p = 0.000; 
RMSEA: 0.056; CFI: 0.95; NNFI: 0.94; and SRMS: 0.086.  
The questionnaire used a five-point Likert scale from 
“strongly disagree (1)” to “strongly agree (5)”, and the 
respondents were asked to rate to what extent the state-
ments applied to them.

Tab. 1: Socio-demographic characteristics of research samples

Variable Wave 1 
(n = 359)

Wave 2 
(n = 1,354)

Wave 3 
(n = 1,236)

Gender
 Female 4 14 14
 Male 355 1,327 1,115
Language
 Estonian 329 1,212 1,018
 Russian 27 128 95
 Others – 8 8
 Missing 3 6 115
Education
 Basic 2 159 135
 Secondary 255 1,002 853
 Higher 57 162 130
 Missing 45 31 118
Place of residence
 Countryside 149 519 466
 Small town 90 299 247
 Major town 118 511 417
 Missing 2 25 106
Age
 Mean 21.37 21.53 21.62
 SD 1.56 1.57 1.59
 Minimum 18 18 18
 Maximum 27 27 28
 Missing 1 11 110
Training unit1

 Unit 1 238 498 429
 Unit 2 8 211 177
 Unit 3 4 97 88
 Unit 4 88 154 181
 Unit 5 – 145 155
 Unit 6 – 77 92
 Unit 7 – 62 111
 Unit 8 – 74 –
 Missing 21 36 3
Position
 Soldiers 359 1,133 987
 NCOs – 199 183
 Reserve officers – 22 66
Student
 Yes 58 409 230
 No 127 824 500
 Missing 174 121 506

Note: 1Training units are not specified by name.
SD, standard deviation; NCO, non-commissioned officer.
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The socio-demographic variables included educa-
tion level (basic, secondary and higher), age, gender 
(male or female), service position (soldier, non- 
commissioned officer [NCO] and reserve officer candi-
date), mother tongue (Estonian, Russian and others), 
university student status (yes or no), place of residence 
(i.e. where they had lived most of their lives), the name of 
the training centre (battalion) and their company/unit. 
In subsequent analyses, all variables except age were 
used as categorical.

Main findings

Descriptive statistics and correlations

Descriptive statistics and correlations between the var-
iables included in the study are presented in Table 2. 
Taking into account the recommended cutoff point of 0.70  
(Cronbach’s a) for the reliability of the measurement scale 
(Furr and Bacharach 2014: 111), we concluded that almost 
all the studied variables were above the acceptable cutoff 
value, whereas the reliability coefficient for the summa-
rized morale was 0.67 (a < 0.7). This might be due to the 
research settings, because at the time of taking part in the 
study, the respondents had not undergone joint training 

and, therefore, items related to collective morale might 
have been perceived differently.

The results indicated that at the start of conscription 
service (Time 1), the Big Five personality traits exhibit 
a weak, but statistically significant, correlation (Spear-
man’s rho, r) with individual morale, while only Ext and 
Agr demonstrated a statistically significant correlation 
with collective morale. At the start of military service, 
Con demonstrated statistically significant positive cor-
relation with all morale measurements, except collec-
tive morale (Time 1), whereas Ext exhibited statistically 
significant positive correlation with all morale measure-
ments, except individual morale, at the end of service 
(Time 3). Surprisingly, a person’s Ope did not exhibit a 
statistically significantly correlation with morale, with 
the exception of individual morale, in Time 1. Moreo-
ver, Agr showed a statistically significant correlation to 
morale only in Time 1.

At Time 1, the other Big Five personality traits, such 
as Ope, Con and Neu, showed lower correlations with 
collective morale (r in the range of −0.09 and 0.15) and 
higher correlations with individual morale (r in the range 
of −0.33 and 0.35). The correlation difference was verified 
using the calculator for statistical comparison of correla-
tions, developed by Diedenhofen and Musch (2015).

When comparing correlations of Ext and Agr with 
individual or collective morale, the results did not show 

Tab. 2: Means, standard deviations and correlations (Spearman’s r) of the Big Five personality traits and military morale at three different 
time points

Variable m SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Time 1 (n = 347)
1. Openness 3.41 0.48 (0.75)   
2. Conscientiousness 3.12 0.47 0.13* (0.77)   
3. Extraversion 3.15 0.64 0.31** 0.03 (0.88)   
4. Agreeableness 3.66 0.41 0.25** 0.29** 0.14** (0.80)   
5. Neuroticism 2.19 0.57 −0.21** −0.32** −0.17** −0.30** (0.87)  
6. DMorale1 (SUM)2 3.37 0.64 0.01 0.17** 0.17** 0.18** −0.22** (0.67)  
7. DMorale (individual)3 3.56 0.79 0.14** 0.35** 0.21** 0.16** −0.33** 0.64** (−)
8. DMorale (collective) 3.27 0.77 −0.04 0.04 0.11* 0.15** −0.09 0.91** 0.29** (0.81)

Time 2 (n = 1,298)5

6. DMorale (SUM)4 3.11 0.83 −0.01 0.19** 0.23** 0.07 −0.16* (0.85)  
7. DMorale (individual)3 3.23 1.04 0.02 0.20** 0.15* 0.06 −0.14 0.74** (−)
8. DMorale (collective) 3.08 0.87 −0.02 0.16* 0.24** 0.08 −0.14* 0.96** 0.54** (0.83)

Time 3 (n = 1,044)6

6. DMorale (SUM)4 3.32 0.86 0.05 0.21** 0.19* 0.15 −0.12 (0.82)  
7. DMorale (individual)3 3.48 1.02 −0.01 0.26** 0.15 0.12 −0.08 0.77** (−)
8. DMorale (collective) 3.29 0.90 0.07 0.18* 0.18* 0.14 −0.12 0.97** 0.61** (0.81)

Note: 1direct morale, statements reflecting the respondent’s personal perception of their own level of morale and the collective morale of 
their unit; 2Two collective- and one individual-level items; 3this variable consists of one item; 4three collective-level morale items and one 
individual-level item; Cronbach’s a values are in parentheses; correlations in boxes have been calculated from different sample sizes, 
5Time 2 (n = 190) and 6Time 3 (n = 171). 
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01. 
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any significant difference, which may indicate that collec-
tive morale is probably influenced more strongly by some 
other elements of military life and not that much by per-
sonality-related variables. Another explanation may be 
that individual members do not perceive their unit’s col-
lective morale in a consistent manner, with the exception 
of individuals with high Agr or Ext. Agr and Con demon-
strated higher correlations with morale variables at Time 
3 compared to the results at Time 2.

In order to ascertain whether the fluctuations of mil-
itary morale across different measurement waves/times 
were statistically significant, the Cohen’s effect size test 
was performed. In previous research, Cohen’s d/Hedges’ 
g (Lenhard and Lenhard 2016) has been used in the case 
of uneven sample sizes (Durlak 2009). The results (see 
Table 3) demonstrated that individual, collective and sum-
marized types of morale were lower in the middle stage 
of military service (for all variables) as compared to the 
means at the start or at the end of the training cycle. In 
addition, an intermediate decreasing effect was observed 
in the case of individual morale-related variables (this 
interpretation follows the recommendations provided by 
Sawilowsky [2009]) between Time 1 and Time 2 (Cohen’s 
d: −0.333) and a small effect was seen in the case of collec-
tive morale (Cohen’s d: −0.176). At the same time, between 
Time 2 and Time 3, both individual and collective types of 
morale increased by a small, yet statistically significant, 
effect (Cohen’s d between 0.259 and 0.234). According 
to the Common Language Effect Size (Lakens 2013), the 
chance that, for a randomly selected pair of individuals, 
the evaluated morale at Time 1 is higher than the same at 
Time 2 is between 55% and 59%, whereas for Time 2 and 
Time 3, it is approximately 57%, and for Time 1 and Time 3, 
it is between 50% and 52%; this result generally supports 
the results of Cohen’s d.

Effects of socio-demographic characteristics 
on military morale

A series of binary logistic regression analyses was con-
ducted to assess the impact of personality and socio- 
demographic variables on individual and collective types 
of morale (i.e. morale was divided between two categories 
by the middle scale point). Logistic regression was used 
because it allows analysis of the impact of the ordinal 
and nominal variables on the dependant variable (Field 
2013: 761), however, the sample size (number of cases per 
subgroup) demanded the use of its simplest version; thus, 
binary logistic regression was chosen for the analyses. 
Based on the results of analyses of variance (ANOVAs), 
we included personality traits (Time 1) together with age, 
education, position, status of student and place of res-
idence into the analyses (times 1, 2 and 3). Despite the 
ANOVA results demonstrating the importance of training 
unit on the military morale, we did not include this varia-
ble into subsequent analyses. Separate models were built 
to explain individual and collective types of morale at all 
three time points of measurement. The models with only 
statistically significant predictors for either individual or 
collective morale are presented.

The base model (only with the constant), which antic-
ipated the individual morale in Time 1, predicted correctly 
58% of cases into clusters of either low or high morale. 
However, when including personality traits, the model 
predicted correctly 68.8% of cases, which indicated signif-
icant improvement (Dc2(5) = 54.049, p = 0.000, p < 0.05). 
Thus, Con, Ext and Neu demonstrated statistically signif-
icant contribution to individual military morale at Time 1 
(Table 4), and altogether, the model explained between 
12% and 22% of the variance in low and high individual 
morale.

Tab. 3: Cohen’s d values used to compare the mean differences

Variable Mean difference d/g CI CLES

1. DMorale1 (IND)2: Time 1 → Time 2 −0.33 −0.333 [−0.449, −0.216] 0.593 
2. DMorale (IND): Time1 → Time 3 −0.08 −0.082 [−0.199, 0.035] 0.523
3. DMorale (IND): Time 2 → Time 3 0.25 0.243 [0.167, 0.319] 0.568
1. DMorale (COL)3: Time 1 → Time 2 −0.15 −0.176 [−0.292, −0.059] 0.549
2. DMorale (COL): Time1 → Time 3 0.055 0.064 [−0.053, 0.181] 0.518
3. DMorale (COL): Time 2 → Time 3 0.205 0.234 [0.158, 0.31] 0.566
1. DMorale (SUM): Time 1 → Time 2 −0.219 −0.276 [−0.392, −0.16] 0.577
2. DMorale (SUM): Time1 → Time 3 −0.003 −0.003 [−0.12, 0.114] 0.501
3. DMorale (SUM): Time 2 → Time 3 0.217 0.259 [0.183, 0.336] 0.573

Note: Confidence interval: 95%; d: Cohen’s effect size coefficient; g: Hedges’ effect size coefficient. 1direct morale, statements reflecting 
the respondent’s personal perception of their own level of morale and the collective morale of their unit; 2respondent’s personal perception 
regarding their own level of morale; 3respondent’s personal perception the collective morale of their unit;
CI, confidence interval; CLES, common language effect size.
However, we might also state that individual morale demonstrated higher means compared to collective morale at the three time points 
(t(358) = 5.82, p = 0.000; t(1,382) = 4.391, p = 0.000; and t(1,274) = 6.295, p = 0.000, respectively).
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Tab. 4: The results of binary logistic regression, predicting individual and collective types of military morale (DV1) at Time 1 by personality 
and socio-demographic variables (IVs2)

Predictor (IV2) B SE Wald’s χ2 df p Exp(B)
95% CI for Exp(B)

Lower Upper

Time 1: Individual morale (DV1), n = 317

Openness 0.024 0.289 0.007 1 0.934 1.024 0.582 1.803
Consciousness 1.081 0.294 13.553 1 0.000 2.949 1.658 5.244
Extraversion 0.674 0.207 10.592 1 0.001 1.962 1.307 2.944
Agreeableness 0.284 0.322 0.782 1 0.377 1.329 0.707 2.497
Neuroticism −0.758 0.259 8.585 1 0.003 0.486 0.282 0.778
Constant −4.584 1.890 5.879 1 0.015 0.010 na na

χ2 df p

Likelihood ratio test 54.049 5 0.000
Hosmer and Lemeshow 11.892 8 0.156
R2 = 0.125 (Hosmer and Lemeshow), 0.157 (Cox and Snell), 0.211 (Nagelkerke)

Time 1: Collective morale (DV1), n = 281

Openness −0.582 0.295 3.885 1 0.049 0.559 0.313 0.997
Consciousness −0.103 0.284 0.132 1 0.716 0.902 0.517 1.575
Extraversion 0.209 0.202 1.065 1 0.302 1.232 0.829 1.832
Agreeableness 0.781 0.337 5.363 1 0.021 2.183 1.127 4.226
Neuroticism −0.339 0.261 1.687 1 0.194 0.712 0.427 1.189
Language 1.231 0.602 4.187 1 0.041 3.426 1.053 11.144
Education na na 6.356 2 0.042 na na na
Education (1) 0.440 1.464 0.090 1 0.764 1.552 0.088 27.335
Education (2) 0.430 1.492 0.083 1 0.773 0.651 0.035 12.107
Constant −0.910 2.423 0.141 1 0.707 0.402 na na

χ2 df p

Likelihood ratio test 20.442 8 0.009
Hosmer and Lemeshow 8.448 8 0.391
R2 = 0.053 (Hosmer and Lemeshow), 0.070 (Cox and Snell), 0.094 (Nagelkerke)

Note: Regression method: Enter; Education – basic education; education (1) = secondary education; education (2) = higher education;  
na – not applicable; Exp(B) – odds ratio. 1dependent variable; 2independent variable.
CI, confidence interval; df, degrees of freedom; SE, standard error.

The model that evaluated collective morale at Time 
1 (Table 4) predicted correctly 52% of cases (only with 
the constant), 56.9% of cases (adding personality traits) 
and 63.3% of cases (adding mother tongue and the level 
of education) into clusters of either low or high morale. 
Thus, these numbers indicate slight improvement of 
the model due to personality (Dc2(5) =  10.453, p = 0.063, 
p  >  0.05) and significant improvement due to education 
and mother tongue (Dc2(3)  =  9.989, p  =  0.019, p  <  0.05). 
Thus, the results showed statistically significant impact of 
Ope, Agr, mother tongue and education (especially basic 
education) on the collective military morale, measured at 
Time 1. Altogether, the model explained between 5% and 
9% of variance in low and high collective morale.

The second set of models analysed military morale at 
Time 2 (Table 5). The model describing individual morale 

predicted correctly 56.6% of cases into clusters of either 
low or high morale when only the constant was included 
in it and 57.8% of cases when the status of student, age 
and positions were added. Nevertheless, the model was 
significant (Dc2(4)  =  16.120, p  =  0.003, p  <  0.05). Thus, 
we concluded that the status of student, age and posi-
tions had some impact, although very small (the model 
explained approximately 1%–2% of the variance), on the 
individual morale in the middle stage of the conscription 
service. The model explained collective military morale at 
Time 2 (Table 5), predicted correctly 51.8% of cases of low 
and high morale with only constant in it and 56% of cases 
when the status of student, education and positions were 
added. Nevertheless, the model was statistically signifi-
cant (Dc2(5) = 35.604, p = 0.000, p < 0.05). Thus, we con-
cluded that the status of student, age and positions had 
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some impact, although very small (the model explained 
approximately 2%–4% of the variance), on the collective 
morale at the middle of the conscription service.

Lastly, we analysed the descriptive power of socio- 
demographic variables with regard to individual and col-
lective types of morale at Time 3 (Table 6). Firstly, individ-
ual morale (DV) was analysed. The model including only 
the constant predicted correctly 55.1% of cases for low and 
high morale, and it did not change when adding position 
as the only significant predictor to the model. Thus, it indi-
cated no improvement in terms of the predictive power 
of the model. Nevertheless, the model itself was statisti-
cally significant (Dc2(2) = 8.580, p = 0.014, p < 0.05). Thus, 
we concluded that the position of the conscripts had an 
impact, although very small (the model explained approx-
imately 1% of the variance), on the individual morale at 
the end of the conscription service.

Finally, the model of the collective military morale at 
the end of the service (Time 3) predicted 56.1% of cases 
properly (with only constant) and 56.8% of cases into clus-
ters of either low or high morale, when the education and 
place of residence were added as significant predictors. It 
indicated very little improvement in terms of the descrip-
tive power of the model; nevertheless, the model was sta-
tistically significant (Dc2(6) =  15.870, p = 0.014, p < 0.05) 
and it explained approximately 1%–2% of variance of low 
and high morale.

Discussion
This study examined the perceptions of individual and 
collective types of military morale among conscripts of 
the EDF and sought to ascertain how these different types 

Tab. 5: The results of binary logistic regression, predicting individual and collective types of military morale (DV) at Time 2 by personality 
and socio-demographic variables (IVs)

Predictor (IV) B SE Wald’s χ2 df p Exp(B)
95% CI for Exp(B)

Lower Upper

Time 2: Individual morale (DV), n = 1,227

Age −0.072 0.037 3.792 1 0.051 0.930 0.865 1.000
Position na na 5.917 2 0.052 na na na
Position (1) 0.382 0.159 5.741 1 0.017 1.465 1.072 2.003
Position (2) −0.124 0.442 0.079 1 0.778 0.883 0.372 2.099
Status of student 0.307 0.124 6.145 1 0.013 1.360 1.066 1.734
Constant 1.064 0.809 1.728 1 0.189 2.897 na na

χ2 df p

Likelihood ratio test 16.120 4 0.003
Hosmer and Lemeshow 15.090 7 0.35
R2 = 0.010 (Hosmer and Lemeshow), 0.013 (Cox and Snell), 0.017 (Nagelkerke)

Time 2: Collective morale (DV), n = 1,219

Status of student 0.338 0.128 6.971 1 0.008 1.402 1.091 1.801
Education na na 9.459 2 0.009 na na na
Education (1) −0.350 0.192 3.322 1 0.068 0.705 0.484 1.027
Education (2) −0.760 0.249 9.323 1 0.002 0.468 0.287 0.762
Position na na 11.598 2 0.003 na na na
Position (1) 0.138 0.160 0.742 1 0.389 1.148 0.839 1.572
Position (2) 2.098 0.630 11.087 1 0.001 8.147 2.370 28.004
Constant 0.011 0.215 0.003 1 0.958 1.011 na na

χ2 df p

Likelihood ratio test 35.604 5 0.000
Hosmer and Lemeshow 0.799 4 0.939
R2 = 0.022 (Hosmer and Lemeshow), 0.029 (Cox and Snell) 0.038 (Nagelkerke)

Note: Regression method: Enter; Position – soldiers; position (1) – non-commissioned officers; position (2) – reserve officers;  
education – basic education; education (1) – secondary education; education (2) – higher education; na – not applicable;  
Exp(B) – odds ratio.
CI, confidence interval; df, degrees of freedom; SE, standard error; DV dependent variable; IV independent variable.
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of morale are affected by individual characteristics, such 
as the Big Five personality traits or socio-demographic 
variables. The interrelationships (especially with per-
sonality traits) established in the course of our research 
draw on the assumption that personality affects individ-
ual interpretations of and reactions to the environment, 
as has been suggested by several other authors (McCrae 
and Costa 2008: 162–163; Higgins and Scholer 2008: 184; 
Mischel and Shoda 2008: 209). In addition, the cogni-
tive-affective theory of personality developed by Mischel 
and Shoda (2008) also posits that personality may influ-
ence how individuals encode and evaluate information 
coming from their environment.

Our hypotheses predicted that military morale is pos-
itively correlated with the following Big Five personality 
traits: Con, Ext, Agr and Ope (H1.1) and negatively corre-
lated with Neu (H1.2). These hypotheses were confirmed 

partially, i.e. the predicted relationships were confirmed 
only for the first stage of conscript service, when all per-
sonality traits exhibited statistically significant relation-
ships with the perception of individual morale. However, 
across all Big Five traits, only Con demonstrated sig-
nificant correlation with individual morale throughout 
the whole conscription period, supported by Ext up to 
the middle stage of military service. On the other hand, 
the hypotheses posited with regard to collective morale 
yielded only low correlations, that too only with Ext and 
Agr (Time 1). During the middle stage of conscript service, 
both individual and collective types of morale showed 
significant correlations with Con and Ext, whereas Neu 
demonstrated correlation only with the collective morale. 
Con and Ext maintained their significant correlation with 
collective morale until the end of military service. Overall, 
this pattern of interrelationships was also supported by 

Tab. 6: The results of binary logistic regression, predicting individual and collective types of military morale (DV) at Time 3 by personality 
and socio-demographic variables (IVs)

Predictor (IV) B SE Wald’s χ2 df p Exp(B)
95% CI for Exp(B)

Lower Upper

Time 3: Individual morale (DV), n = 1,236

Position na na 8.356 2 0.015 na na na
Position (1) 0.355 0.165 4.636 1 0.031 1.426 1.032 1.971
Position (2) 0.569 0.269 4.487 1 0.034 1.767 1.043 2.993
Constant 0.124 0.064 3.765 1 0.052 1.132 na na

χ2 df p

Likelihood ratio test 8.580 2 0.014
Hosmer and Lemeshow 0.000 1 1.000
R2 = 0.005 (Hosmer and Lemeshow), 0.007 (Cox and Snell), 0.009 (Nagelkerke)

Time 3: Collective morale (DV), n = 1,113

Education na na 5.328 2 0.070 na na na
Education (1) −0.284 0.194 2.141 1 0.143 0.753 0.515 1.101
Education (2) −0.583 0.253 5.318 1 0.021 0.558 0.340 0.916
Place of residence na na 9.788 4 0.044 na na na
Place of residence (1) −0.275 0.198 1.934 1 0.164 0.760 0.516 1.119
Place of residence (2) −0.345 0.197 3.073 1 0.080 0.708 0.481 1.042
Place of residence (3) −0.213 0.278 0.588 1 0.443 0.808 0.468 1.394
Place of residence (4) −0.493 0.160 9.541 1 0.002 0.611 0.447 0.835
Constant 0.853 0.213 16.042 1 0.000 2.346 na na

χ2 df p

Likelihood ratio test 15.870 6 0.014
Hosmer and Lemeshow 1.233 5 0.942
R2 = 0.010 (Hosmer and Lemeshow), 0.014 (Cox and Snell), 0.019 (Nagelkerke)

Note: Regression method: Enter; Position – soldiers; position (1) – non-commissioned officers; position (2) – reserve officers; 
education – basic education; education (1) – secondary education; education (2) – higher education; place of residence – countryside; 
place of residence (1) – borough; place of residence (2) – small town; place of residence (3) – county centre; place of residence (4) – bigger town; 
na – not applicable; Exp(B) – odds ratio.
CI, confidence interval; df, degrees of freedom; SE, standard error; DV dependent variable; IV independent variable.
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the results of logistic regression analysis, which demon-
strated that personality traits such as Con, Ext and Neu 
predict individual morale statistically significantly in the 
beginning of the service, whereas only Agr seemed to bear 
an effect on collective morale.

Conscientious people, dutiful and self-disciplined 
(McCrae and Costa 2008), tend to rate their individual 
morale as very high. However, because conscript service 
is mandatory in Estonia, there are probably people whose 
self-discipline is actually lower and who are not that 
dutiful, which might explain why Conscientious people 
rated their own morale higher than that of their unit 
members. Surprisingly, Extraverted people’s sense of 
enthusiasm and energy (Costa and McCrae 1992) to engage 
in unit activities seemed to change over time, from being 
more closely related to individual morale in the beginning 
to demonstrating a stronger correlation with collective 
morale in the middle stage and at the end of service. At 
the same time, conscripts who tend to experience anxiety, 
depression and other negative emotions (McCrae and 
Costa 2008) seemed to rate their individual morale less 
highly, especially at the beginning of military service. 
Perhaps, this could be explained by the fact that either 
conscripts are more prone to experiencing the negative 
aspects of military service primarily at the start and not so 
much at the end of their service or there are coping mech-
anisms that conscripts might have developed during the 
course of military training.

Another hypothesis – Agr and Ext are more strongly 
correlated with collective rather than individual morale 
(H2.1) – was confirmed by the absolute values of the cor-
relations at different time points. However, Agr did not 
show any differences in correlations with either individ-
ual or collective morale and, thus, Agr does not support 
our hypothesis. Nevertheless, this is an interesting result, 
demonstrating that people with high Agr and, therefore, 
better suited for teamwork and cooperation (McCrae and 
Costa 2008), did not register a high level of collective 
morale. This result could be explained by the fact that 
the nature of military service does not support coop-
eration as such, and as a result, the potential positive 
effect is not amplified by the quality of the aspects that 
people with high Agr might value. On the other hand, Ext 
demonstrated mixed results: in the beginning of conscript 
service, Ext was more strongly correlated with individual 
morale than with collective morale, whereas in the middle 
stage of military service, the correlation was reversed. 
This could be explained by the fact that unit-level train-
ing is not in focus until the middle of service, and there-
fore Ext – as a coping mechanism – tends to support the 

feeling of individual morale and not collective morale. 
However, the results indicate that this tendency changes 
during the course of service. For example, in the middle 
stage of military service, Ext tends to support primarily 
collective, and not individual, morale.

Hypothesis H2.2 – Con and Neu are more strongly 
correlated with individual than collective morale – was 
proven in the case of Con throughout the whole service 
cycle, whereas Neu showed a stronger correlation with 
individual morale only at the beginning of military service. 
The latter might be explained by the change of focus to 
more unit-based activities during the course of the train-
ing cycle, as already mentioned before.

The hypothesis about military morale fluctuation 
over time was drawn from previous research on small-unit 
cohesion by Vaitkus and Griffith (1990) and Siebold (1999, 
2006), as well as from research on work engagement and 
burnout by Sonnentag et al. (2010). This hypothesis was 
confirmed, and the change was found to be statistically 
significant. Thus, we can say that over the course of com-
pulsory military service, conscripts’ individual morale 
as well as that of the unit was affected. For example, in 
the beginning of service, right after completing the basic 
course, the feeling of enthusiasm and persistence regis-
tered was quite high, but then reduced drastically. Previ-
ously, the EDF’s annual conscript survey found that the 
middle stage of conscript service is often perceived as 
‘a long and boring, a tedious and pointless period’ (e.g. 
Demus 2018). In the EDF, compulsory military service 
ends with a final practical exercise, which is believed to 
provide a renewed opportunity to experience something 
close to a real military situation, eliciting excitement, as 
well as an increased sense of cohesion and camaraderie 
within the unit.

The effect of socio-demographic factors (e.g. age, 
position, education, mother tongue, place of residence 
and status of university student) on military morale, as 
well as their predictive capacity, was analysed by binary 
logistic regression. Generally, socio-demographic vari-
ables did not seem to play a significant role in explain-
ing the variance of either individual or collective military 
morale. Altogether, university student status, the level 
of education, age, position and place of residence were 
shown to be statistically significant for both individual 
and collective types of morale; however, the effect sizes 
were quite small (1%–2% for individual and 2%–4% for 
collective morale), demonstrating that an individual’s 
perception of morale is not dependent on those variables. 
In order to show the similarity of these results with those 
from previous research, we refer to the concept of work 
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engagement and burnout (Maslach and Leiter 1997) as an 
analogue, because morale has sometimes been explained 
using the components of these two factors (van Boxmeer 
et al. 2007; Kasemaa and Säälik 2021). For example, Haley 
et al. (2013) found that age may have a positive correlation 
with morale, whereas Aguayo et al. (2017), in their study 
of police officers, did not find age or sex to have any signif-
icant impact on burnout. Additionally, Akhtar et al. (2015) 
found that age is a statistically significant predictor of 
work engagement. Overall, there were no other equivalent 
reliable research results available on the issue of socio-de-
mographic characteristics explaining the level of morale 
that could be compared to the findings of this study.

Conclusion
The quest to ascertain the factors that contribute to indi-
vidual or collective performance (i.e. the factors that 
explain the secrets of group success, on the one hand, and 
those that mitigate the devastating effects of burnout, on 
the other hand) has led to the understanding that there 
are several interrelated psychological and organizational 
phenomena that describe and explain such processes, for 
example high level of morale contributes to success and 
satisfaction, while the opposite (i.e. low level of morale) 
has a detrimental effect.

This study focussed on the interrelationships 
among morale, the Big Five personality traits and socio- 
demographic factors in the military context. The research 
was carried out through measurement of direct morale 
and by administering the Big Five personality question-
naire. The results indicate that, in the context of military 
conscription, personality traits appear to correlate with, 
and may even predict, the level of perceived individual or 
collective morale. Of the Big Five personality traits, con-
scientiousness and extraversion, and to some extent – 
also neuroticism, were shown to exhibit a more persistent 
relationship to the conscripts’ perception of both individ-
ual and collective types of morale.

In addition, this longitudinal study also helped to 
highlight the fluctuating nature of military morale across 
the different stages of the conscription service cycle, i.e. 
the perceptions of morale are the highest at the start of 
military service, drop in the middle, and rise back up at 
the end of the service period. Furthermore, it seems that 
socio-demographic factors have a relatively modest effect 
on the conscripts’ perception of their individual morale or 
the collective morale of their unit.
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