Unveiling the Untold Story: Operationally
Relevant Social Science Research in Iraq and
Afghanistan

Are you curious about the impact of social science research in war-torn countries
like Iraq and Afghanistan? How does such research contribute to stabilizing these
conflict-ridden regions and enhancing military operations? In this article, we delve
into the realm of operationally relevant social science research and shed light on

its importance and outcomes in these tumultuous environments.

Understanding Operationally Relevant Social Science Research

Operationally relevant social science research refers to the study of various social
and cultural aspects of a specific population within a particular operational
context. In the context of military operations in Iraq and Afghanistan, this research
encompasses numerous disciplines such as anthropology, sociology, political

science, psychology, and more.

The primary objective of this research is to gather insights into the social
dynamics, cultural norms, and behavioral patterns of the local population, thus
enabling the military forces to better understand the environment in which they
operate. By doing so, they can devise strategies that effectively engage with local

communities, establish trust, and ultimately achieve their mission objectives.
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The Role of Social Science in Military Operations

Contrary to popular belief, the application of social science methods in the military
arena is not a recent development. It has been an integral part of military strategy
for centuries. However, it gained significant attention during the conflicts in Iraq
and Afghanistan, where understanding the local population and building

relationships with them was paramount.

By conducting operationally relevant research, military strategists can gain
essential insights that inform their decision-making processes. This research aids
in mitigating potential cultural misunderstandings, reducing civilian casualties,

preventing unintended consequences, and bolstering diplomatic efforts.

Examples of Operationally Relevant Social Science Research

Among the many examples of operationally relevant social science research, one
notable study focuses on the tribal dynamics in Afghanistan. Understanding the
intricacies of tribal structures, power dynamics, and local customs is crucial for
military personnel operating in these regions. This research enabled soldiers to
navigate social interactions, build trust, and cultivate vital relationships with local

tribal leaders.
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Similarly, another study investigated the moral values and beliefs of Iraqi civilians
during the Irag War. Insights gained from this research helped shape military
strategies that respected the cultural sensitivities and ethical considerations of the

local population, thus minimizing resistance and promoting cooperation.

Challenges and Controversies

Despite the undeniable benefits of operationally relevant social science research,
it is not without its challenges and controversies. Critics argue that this research
can sometimes be used to manipulate local populations or justify military actions.
Additionally, it raises ethical concerns related to informed consent, privacy, and

the potential for unintended negative consequences on local communities.

It is crucial to navigate these challenges and ensure that operationally relevant
research is conducted ethically, with transparency and accountability at the
forefront. Collaboration between social scientists, military commanders, and local
community leaders is essential to address these concerns and ensure positive

outcomes.

The Future of Operationally Relevant Social Science Research

As we move forward, the importance of operationally relevant social science
research in conflict zones cannot be understated. The lessons learned from Iraq
and Afghanistan provide a foundation for refining and improving these research

practices to maximize their impact.

It is imperative to invest in long-term partnerships between the military and social
scientists, allowing for continuous data collection, analysis, and adaptation. By
harnessing the power of technology and integrating interdisciplinary approaches,
we can enhance the effectiveness of military operations, minimize civilian harm,

and promote long-term stability.



Operationally relevant social science research plays a vital role in shaping military
strategies and outcomes in countries like Iraq and Afghanistan. By understanding
the social and cultural dynamics, military forces can build trust, engage effectively

with local communities, and achieve mission objectives more smoothly.

While challenges and controversies surround this field of research, it is essential
to foster collaboration and promote ethical conduct to ensure positive and

transformative outcomes for all parties involved.

The future of operationally relevant social science research lies in the hands of
dedicated researchers, military personnel, and local community leaders working
together to navigate the complex dynamics of conflict-ridden regions and pave

the way for a better tomorrow.
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The Human Terrain System embedded civilians primarily in brigade combat
teams (BCTs) in Iraq and Afghanistan between 2007 and 2014 to act as a

collection and dispersal mechanism for sociocultural comprehension. Set against
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the backdrop of the program’s evolution, the experiences of these social
scientists clarifies the U.S. Army’s decision to integrate social scientists at the
tactical level in conflict. Based on interviews, program documents, material from
Freedom of Information Act requests, and secondary sources, this book finds a
series of limiting factors inhibiting social science research at the tactical level,
common to both Iraq and Afghanistan. Complexity in integrating civilians into the
military decisionmaking cycle, creating timely research with a high level of fidelity,
and making granular research resonate with brigade staff all contributed to
inhibiting the overall effect of the Human Terrain System. Yet, while high
operational tempo in contested spaces complicates social science research at the
tactical level, the author argues that there is a continued requirement for a

residual capability to be maintained by the U.S. Army.
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