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Research in In Extremis Settings
Expanding the Critique of
‘Why They Fight’

Thomas A. Kolditz
United States Military Academy

Previous work by the author that was based on data collected in combat has been criti-
cized, based on its ability to generalize to research done in routine, peaceful settings. The
idea that behavioral and social scientists may test the robustness of their theories by
studying the same phenomenon across in extremis settings is explored. Research involv-
ing human participants conducted in safe, peaceful settings will not necessarily general-
ize to combat; combat findings may differ from those developed elsewhere. The appro-
priate scientific approach is to replicate and extend, in the combat context, findings
already well established in peacetime work.
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In April 2003, a small team consisting of two psychologists, a professor of Arabic
languages, and a military specialist in urban combat deployed to the active war zone

in Iraq to witness, record, and report on the human dimension of combat. Upon return-
ing from the desert, the team published a monograph titled, “Why They Fight: Combat
Motivation in the Iraq War.”1 The purpose of “Why They Fight” was to report some of
our findings to a broad audience—and it included specific observations about the use-
fulness of the distinction between task and social cohesion in combat. On the basis of
that report, a small group of political scientists have criticized the publicly released
portion of the team’s work as “unscientific.”2 In addition, they characterize our find-
ings as inconsistent with some earlier noncombat studies. Their criticism opens a
broader issue about the validity of research conducted in noncombat settings, when
the outcome of such research is intended to inform an understanding of men and
women in battle. My purpose in this note is to discuss that broader issue.

The project charter issued jointly by the Deputy Assistant Secretary for Manpower
and Reserve Affairs and the Army’s Deputy Chief of Staff (G1) on April 10, 2003,
ordered our research team to deploy to Iraq “when victory was assured” but prior to
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the cessation of hostilities.3 Our mission was “an analysis of the human dimension of
the conflict [emphasis added].” Our purpose was not to conduct research to advance
the study of human behavior, using combat as the research setting. Instead, it was to
analyze and quickly report to senior Department of the Army officials how soldiers
were interacting with peers and leaders in this particular, and ongoing, war. Our mis-
sion was time sensitive and inherently empirical—to understand social phenomena
among soldiers through direct observation in combat.

Much of the criticism directed at the methods used in our work focuses on the
inability to compare the team’s work with existing laboratory or field studies or to gen-
eralize the team’s findings across a number of settings. Of course, in every scientific
endeavor, sample characteristics result in unwanted variance in the findings and may
limit the ability to generalize across samples or populations. Consider the experiences
and circumstances of the soldiers and marines that we interviewed in our study. Inter-
views were conducted in the active combat zone with infantry soldiers who were fully
armed and prepared to engage the enemy without notice. Owing to the rapid advance
to Baghdad and beyond, no one in the sample had eaten hot food, showered, or
received mail in the thirty days prior. Each soldier or marine interviewed had at least
one member of his organization wounded or killed in the preceding thirty days—sev-
eral uniforms still bore bloodstains left by the evacuation of comrades—dark blotches
over the chalky-white salt from daily living in 112 degree heat. Each soldier and
marine had spent time contemplating the likelihood of his own death. All of us were
exhausted yet hypervigilant. The subject population was unique, and readers should
indeed be cautious about comparing the study to others using profoundly different
subjects and techniques or applying the findings to other populations.

The team’s experience was representative of the human condition in combat. Some
of our observations with respect to task versus social cohesion do not align with pre-
vious work. One way to interpret our experience is to argue that our field methodology
was flawed or that the monograph should have been written more formally and aimed
at a scientific audience. Another approach might be to ask if it is scientifically appro-
priate to assume that the extensive work done in peaceful settings will necessarily gen-
eralize to combat. Raising such a question does not devalue social science research but
instead raises healthy skepticism about the application of research findings from one
context (peacetime) to another, profoundly different context (combat). An appropriate
and typical scientific response would be for other researchers to attempt to replicate
and extend, in the combat context, findings already well established in peacetime
work.

The idea that behavioral and social scientists may test the robustness of their theo-
ries by studying the same phenomenon across noncombat and combat settings is not
new. True combat settings carry with them the threat of death and, therefore, have a
powerful and unique influence on human behavior. In their study of soldiers during
World War II, Stouffer and his colleagues found that when the fear of death among
inexperienced soldiers was strongest, they became desperate for almost any type of
leader—in short, they simply looked for someone to help them through the difficult
experience.4 In psychological terms, an individual’s enhanced awareness of death has
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been labeled “mortality salience.” Experimenters have manipulated mortality salience
in controlled studies by asking subjects to imagine, in detail, the circumstances of their
physical death.5 This simple manipulation has successfully caused changes in the
characteristics that followers desire in a leader during periods of increased stress and
anxiety. Subjects high in mortality salience demonstrated a preference for charis-
matic, task-oriented, and relationship-oriented leader communications.6 Specifically,
subjects were more influenced by charismatic leader messages when recently focused
on their own death. When coupled with messages about specific events, mortality
salience may directly influence political beliefs as well as voting behavior.7 It is cer-
tainly possible, then, that the circumstances of actual combat might encourage the
development and exercise of specific patterns of task or social cohesion or even that
the distinction between task and social cohesion may hold less utility in actual combat
than in training settings that artificially approximate the physical, but not the
psychological, rigors of combat.

Without mortality salience and absent any physical threat, even research conducted
in military organizations or with deployed (or recently redeployed) units may not gen-
eralize to combat settings. Research on military personnel is most often accomplished
in nonoperational venues, such as basic training or field maneuvers. The majority of
soldiers who deploy to overseas areas never engage in direct combat. Furthermore, in
the rare instances where researchers are given access to deployed troops, noncomba-
tant civilian scientists are usually treated as elites, well cared for, and confined to rela-
tively safe rear areas and after-the-fact research methods.

Empirical work relevant to combat should ideally be conducted in situ, under cir-
cumstances where death must be actively avoided. Leadership researchers have
referred to such situations with a unique term, in extremis, or “at the point of death.”8 In
extremis leadership is defined as giving purpose, motivation, and direction to people
when there is eminent physical danger and where followers believe that leader behav-
ior will influence their physical well-being or survival.9 Soldiers, law-enforcement
personnel, mountain-climbing guides, firemen, and extreme-sport coaches live and
work in in extremis settings—circumstances where outcomes mean more than mere
success or failure at task performance but instead involve life or death. Using Authen-
tic Leadership Theory as the conceptual starting point, researchers continue to
develop methods that enable scientific inquiry of in extremis contexts such as ground
combat.10 Although such research is methodologically challenging, physically demand-
ing, and sometimes dangerous for researchers, it is an invaluable tool to help describe
or explain behavior that occurs in such settings.

“Why They Fight” may hold implications that reach far beyond a focus on the
causal relationship between social cohesion and performance in combat or even on the
usefulness of the theoretical distinction between task and social cohesion. It may be
that in going forward, the standards for scientific inquiry on issues that bear on soldier
performance in combat place both methodological and contextual demands on the
researcher.
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