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 Under the direction of the National Research Council of the National Academies, 

the United States Army Research Institute for the Behavioral and Social Sciences 

(heretofore referred to as ARI) has outlined a set of approaches and standard operating 

procedures for the conduct of social scientific research within US military organizations. 

Although published in 2014, The Context of Military Environments reads much like the 

charter that established the ARI as long ago as 1917. 

 Behavioural and social sciences research has a long and deep history in the United 

States Army
1
 and this history appears to manifest as lessons learned in this guidebook. For 

any scholars who have studied the history of the social sciences, this book will occur as 

unremarkable, but for the not yet anointed, it is a solid framework for how to think about 

studying American soldiers and their units, and an informative guide for what variables to 

consider for inclusion in such studies.  Specifically, this guide calls for an expansion of the 

behavioural and social sciences aperture to include the movement of soldiers and their 

organizations across a variety of contextual and environmental boundaries. 

 This report is organized into eight chapters covering an introduction and framework 

for research in the military, an examination of norms in military environments, a listing of 

observations of the impact of contextual transitions (deployments and redeployments), a 

discussion on the concept of contextual leadership, a review of sources of power and status 

in diverse units, an introduction of the framework of multi-team systems as the context for 

soldiers and their teams, a review of longitudinal survey data that can be leveraged for 

empirical research on military environments, and lastly, a proposal for a social and 

behavioural sciences research agenda for military units, moving forward. 

 The book’s first, and somewhat unremarkable observation (Relevant Personnel, 

pp.13-15) is that the ARI should make appropriate aspects of its data collection available to 

both internal and external behavioural science researchers, for the purpose of studying 

basic scientific questions in military contexts. This is followed by a clarion call (Norms, 

pp.23-36) for more funding in basic research that probes the norms of military 

organizations, examines the relationship between those norms and mission performance, 
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and finally identifies ways to alter them for the purpose of rendering them more functional 

for Army soldiers and units. There is also a section (Environmental Transitions, pp.41-53) 

that describes environmental (contextual) transitions and their impact on individual 

soldiers and their units. In this section, the researchers recommend that research expand 

into the ways environmental transitions impact individual habits and organizational 

routines with an eye toward the interaction between individual characteristics such as 

resilience and how that may impact organizational responses to contextual transitions. 

 Additionally, this guide calls for an examination of the critical role leaders can play 

in the shaping of the context for individuals and organizations, and how that shaping 

impacts both group dynamics and organizational performance (Contextual Leadership, 

pp.57-72). Following this is a section (Power and Status, pp.77-94) calling for an investi-

gation of how the phenomena of power and status operate in small unit team dynamics and 

performance. Specifically, the authors suggest further research into how soldiers gain 

status, how gender affects it in military organizations, and how a soldier’s rank influences 

status attainment, leadership outcomes, military careers, and small unit effectiveness. 

Further, this work suggests examining the military’s complexity by framing research in 

this domain as multi-team and systems-based (Multi-Team Systems, pp.101-117). The 

authors assert that research should look at the way individual interactions on teams and 

across teams give rise to such team hygiene factors as cohesion and methods of conflict 

management. Lastly (Longitudinal Survey Data, pp.121-133), there is a section where the 

authors recommend that scholars conduct rigorous and repeated research to create a 

longitudinal database that can be disseminated to a broader researching community, and 

ultimately be aggregated in the cross-pollination of research among a variety of disciplines 

such as social and clinical psychology, organizational behaviour and group dynamics, as 

well as the political sciences and military sociology. The authors suggest that the ARI 

should establish a working group at the helm of that effort. 

 These reflections, conclusions, and recommendations serve for the well-versed 

social scientific researcher as a compelling reminder of the need to keep our research lens 

broad, and honour the contextual idiosyncrasies of military personnel imbedded in military 

organizations transmigrating across multiple contextual and environmental boundaries. 

The authors rightly suggest that research on military individuals, teams and/or 

organizations should be framed with that in mind.  Further, the authors proffer viable and 

helpful ideas for conceptualizing research that can capture all relevant variables in one 

model or framework.  

 Ultimately, this treatise should be read alongside the very research that has been 

conducted on military organizations. This parallel processing would enhance a curious 

researcher’s understanding of the ways that other researchers can create new knowledge by 

studying military units. See Burrell et al., on the impact of deployments on unit outcomes,
2
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or Marina Nuciari’s work on models and explanations for military organizations,
3
 or Hosek 

et al., on how deployments affect military organizations.
4
 In the absence of that ‘living’ 

example, this book’s recommendations remain somewhat two-dimensional. Additionally, it 

would strengthen this work if the authors had devoted a chapter to the standard operating 

procedures that govern a scholar’s access to military units. For example, see a recent 

chapter by Eyal Ben-Ari and Yagil Levy and other works in the same volume.
5
 Suggesting 

that scholars study military organizations in context is just a tiny part of the formula for 

actually conducting such research. Before scholars are granted access to military 

organizations, there is a complicated maze of bureaucratic requirements that must be met. 

These barriers are in place for good reason, but they are daunting to say the least. Why the 

US Army Research Institute left out these instructions, is not apparent, but their absence 

leaves any unfamiliar, yet curious, scholar hobbled. I strongly recommend the US Army 

Research Institute share its “lessons learned” with respect to navigating the path.  

 The strongest aspect of this book is the considered analysis of the social and 

organizational factors relevant to small units. It is apparent that the authors truly 

understand the impact of context on soldiering. “US military personnel in the 21st century 

face transitions on a scale unprecedented in other aspects of life, even when compared 

with soldiers just a decade ago” (p.41). The weakest aspect of this book is the motivating 

premise, which is that scholars researching military units are not yet considering the 

powerful influence environmental transitions have on organizations. “First, the committee 

is convinced that a basic understanding of soldier and small unit behaviors that are 

critical for Army success in military environments cannot be suitably conducted wholly 

outside a military context” (pp.10-11). If that is the case, then I find this underlying 

assumption a bit presumptive, and not sensitive to the considerable amount of training and 

development that scholars receive with respect to research methods. The authors might 

have clarified this point, if they had stated, more precisely, what motivated their frame. 

 This book serves well as a (young or old) researcher’s guide to studying military 

organizations. It is informed by lessons of experience gathered by an elite team of scholars, 

each of whom possesses a considerable depth of research experience across a broad 

spectrum of disciplines. It is the integration of these parallel and orthogonal perspectives 

that gives this guide the insights it has. I recommend it to any scholar interested in studying 

the social scientific phenomena endemic in military and/  or combat operations. For the 

general public, reading this may provide some insight and create sympathy for the nuanced 

complexities of coming to understand American soldiers and their way of life. Institutions 
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of higher education would benefit from using this as a text in any undergraduate or 

graduate level research methods course to highlight the kinds of considerations scholars 

must engage before launching themselves into research, ethnographic or otherwise.  

 It could be argued that the principles so carefully outlined here could benefit 

researchers of military organizations of other nations, because the phenomenon being 

studied is universal to all soldiering enterprises. 
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