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The	impact	of	command	climate	on	overall	unit	cohesion	and	individual	service	member	well-being	
has	been	thrust	into	the	spotlight	aft	er	highly	publicized	events,	such	as	the	outbreak	of	COVID-19	
aboard	the	USS	Theodore	Roosevelt1	and	the	release	of	the	Report	of	the	Fort	Hood	Independent	
Review	Committ	ee.2		Command	climate	comprises	many	factors,	including	shared	values,	morale	
and	moti	vati	on,	confi	dence	in	leadership,	job	sati	sfacti	on,	and	unit	cohesion	(belonging).3	Despite	
being	essenti	al	to	the	achievement	of	mission	success,4	fewer	than	half		(46%)	of	acti	ve-duty	service	
member	respondents	agreed	they	felt	a	sense	of	belonging	to	their	unit/command.	In	contrast,	92%	
of	civilian	adults	felt	like	they	belong	within	their	current	workplace.5	A	sense	of	belonging	is	not	only	
a	fundamental	human	need,6	but	it	is	also	an	important	factor	in	building	resilience,	lowering	stress,7

and	reducing	suicidal	ideati	on.8	In	line	with	this	research,	on	average,	acti	ve-duty	service	member	
respondents	who	agreed	they	felt	a	“sense	of	belonging	to	their	unit/command”	reported	less	stress	
than	those	who	did	not.	Consistent	with	literature	suggesti	ng	that	lacking	a	sense	of	belonging	to	or	
acceptance	by	the	unit	is	a	risk	factor	for	suicide,9	of	those	acti	ve-duty	respondents	who	reported	
suicidal	ideati	on	in	the	past	twelve	months,	67%	disagreed	they	felt	a	sense	of	belonging	to	their	unit/
command,	although	the	sample	size	was	small	(n=21).	Comparati	vely,	only	28%	of	their	counterparts	
who	did	not	report	suicidal	ideati	on	responded	similarly.

Demonstrati	ng	eff	ecti	ve	communicati	on	and	leadership	and	
off	ering	fl	exibility	are	areas	where	employers	can	bolster	
belonging	in	the	workforce.10	Of	these	three	characteristi	cs,	
most	acti	ve-duty	service	member	respondents	(60%)	agreed	
their	unit/command	off	ered	“reasonable	accommodati	ons	

to	manage	home	or	family	obligati	ons,”	indicati	ng	some	level	of	fl	exibility.	Fewer	than	half,	however,	
agreed	their	“leadership	makes	good	decisions”	(49%)	or	“communicates	well”	(45%).	However,	a	
greater	percentage	agreed	their	command	communicated	well	about	COVID-19-related	issues	(53%),	
indicati	ng	there	may	be	lessons	learned	during	that	ti	me,	which	can	be	incorporated	into	day-to-day	
and	deployment	communicati	ons.

FINDING 2

A positive command climate, including good communication, 
leadership, and fl exibility, contributes to service members’ sense 
of belonging to their unit, impacting readiness and retention.

Only	46%	of	acti	ve-duty	service	member	
respondents	agreed	that	they	felt a sense 

 of belonging	to	their	unit/command
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While	a	sense	of	belonging	may	look	diff	erent	for	each	individual,11	there	were	similariti	es	noted	
amongst	acti	ve-duty	service	member	respondents.

Notable	diff	erences	by	gender	were	seen	on	every	aspect	related	to	overall	command	climate,	with	male	
acti	ve-duty	service	member	respondents	reporti	ng	higher	levels	of	positi	ve	command	climate	att	ributes	
than	their	female	colleagues.	This	disparity	is	in	line	with	previous	research	where	female	service	members	
indicated	that	having	leaders	who	were	not	supporti	ve	or	understanding	of	family	needs	was	
a	contributi	ng	factor	in	the	creati	on	of	a	negati	ve	work	environment.12

Although	there	was	no	diff	erence	in	the	level	
of	stress	generated	by	the	operati	onal	tempo	
(OPTEMPO)	between	acti	ve-duty	service	member	
respondents	serving	in	conventi	onal	units	and	
those	assigned	to	the	United	States	Special	
Operati	ons	Command	(SOCOM),	SOCOM-
affi		liated	respondents	reported	signifi	cantly	
stronger	indicators	of	a	positi	ve	command	climate	
and	expressed	greater	levels	of	belonging	to	their	
unit/command.	A	greater	percentage	(65%)	of	
those	acti	ve-duty	service	member	respondents	
assigned	to	SOCOM	agreed	they	felt	a	sense	
of	belonging	to	their	unit/command,	compared	
to	46%	of	their	non-SOCOM	peers.	This	higher	
level	of	agreement	was	found	in	each	area	of	

“…The	communicati	on	needs	to	be	put	out	in	a	ti	mely	manner...	There	needs	to	be	short	and	long	range	calendars	
that	need	to	be	adhered	to.	Everything seems reacti ve and off  the cuff .”   — Army	Service	Member
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command	climate:	“leadership	makes	good	decisions”	(62%	SOCOM	vs.	50%	non-SOCOM),	“good	
communicati	on	from	unit/command”	(60%	of	SOCOM	vs.	45%	of	non-SOCOM),	and	“reasonable	
accommodati	ons	from	unit/command”	(79%	SOCOM	vs.	59%	non-SOCOM).	While	there	are	many	
variables	unaccounted	for	in	this	analysis	(e.g.,	longer	ti	me	in	SOCOM	units,	self-selecti	on,	mission	
type,	etc.),	these	vast	diff	erences	suggest	there	are	lessons	conventi	onal	forces	can	learn	from	
SOCOM.	For	example,	to	what	extent	does	additi	onal	funding,	such	as	that	provided	through	the	
Preservati	on	of	the	Force	and	Family	(POTFF)	program,	support	these	outcomes?13	Given	the	small	
sample	size	of	acti	ve-duty	SOCOM-assigned	service	members	(n=77),	these	fi	ndings	are	exploratory,	
and	additi	onal	research	is	warranted.

The	eff	ects	of	a	unit’s	overall	command	climate	extend	well	beyond	the	unit,	impacti	ng	individual	well-
being	and	military	readiness.	Poor	communicati	on,	in	parti	cular,	can	also	impact	military	retenti	on.	While	
the	data	collected	does	not	allow	for	causal	analysis,	more	than	one	in	10	(12%)	of	acti	ve-duty	service	
member	respondents	who	disagreed	that	their	command	communicated	well	also	reported	a	“loss	of	

faith/trust	in	unit/command	leadership”	as	one	of	the	top	
three	reasons,	other	than	reti	rement,	they	would	leave	
military	service,	compared	to	just	4%	of	their	peers	who	
agreed.	This	was	echoed	by	veteran	respondents:	14%	
of	veterans,	excluding	veterans	who	left		military	service	
due	to	reti	rement,	also	cited	“loss	of	faith	or	trust	in	

unit/command	leadership”	as	a	reason	they	left		military	service.	Because	communicati	on	is	a	prominent	
factor	in	a	positi	ve	command	climate,	and	there	is	potenti	al	for	leaders	to	be	overconfi	dent	in	their	
communicati	on	abiliti	es,14	it	is	imperati	ve	that	military	leaders	at	all	levels	understand	this	relati	onship	
and	seek	external	advice	regarding	the	effi		cacy	of	their	communicati	on	patt	erns.

14%	of	veteran	respondents,	excluding 
those who left  due to reti rement,	reported	

“loss of faith/trust in unit leadership”	as	a	
reason	they	chose	to	leave	military	service	
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LIMITATIONS 

The	term	“command	climate”	does	not	have	a	standard	
defi	niti	on,	though	it	generally	refers	to	unit	morale	—
a	shared	sense	of	the	culture	of	the	unit;16	the	defi	niti	on	
provided	here	includes	communicati	on,	leadership,	and	
fl	exibility.	“Stress”	was	measured	using	the	Perceived	
Stress	Scale.17

Additi	onal	analysis	with	stati	sti	cal	tests	was	provided	
when	possible	and	appropriate.	For	example,	while	the	
associati	on	between	perceived	stress	and	belonging	
to	the	unit/command	was	stati	sti	cally	signifi	cant,	the	
directi	onality	and	causality	of	this	associati	on	could	not	
be	tested.	Gender	diff	erences	on	responses	related	to	
unit/command	climate	were	also	not	tested	for	stati	sti	cal	
signifi	cance	or	strength	of	associati	on.	

Responses	from	several	small	sample	groups	are	reported	
in	this	fi	nding.	For	example,	the	sample	size	for	acti	ve-duty	
service	members	who	reported	suicidal	ideati	on	is	21;	the	
SOCOM-affi		liated	service	member	sample	is	77.		While	
these	sample	sizes	are	not	robust	enough	for	additi	onal	
stati	sti	cal	analysis,	the	responses	themselves	provide	
important	context	and	a	preliminary	understanding	of	the	
challenges,	trends,	and	implicati	ons	of	how	acti	ve-duty	
service	members	perceive	their	unit/command.

Although	the	overall	respondent	sample	was	largely	
proporti	onate	to	the	military	as	a	whole	in	terms	of	race	
and	ethnicity,	female	service	member	respondents	are	
oversampled	and	represent	50%	of	the	service	member	
respondents	while	they	make	up	17%	of	the	military.18

Additi	onally,	the	acti	ve-duty	sample	is	not	refl	ecti	ve	of	the	
military	as	a	whole	in	terms	of	rank;	senior	enlisted	and	
offi		cer	ranks	are	oversampled,	which	may	infl	uence	the	
aggregated	fi	ndings	on	command	climate	presented	in	
our	fi	ndings	report.

      

CONGRESS

 Instruct	the	Services	to	review	training	
requirements	and	consider	opti	ons	
for	reducing	acti	viti	es	that	are	not	criti	cal	
to	maintaining	essenti	al	operati	onal	
readiness	to	allow	for	greater	fl	exibility	
at	the	unit	level.15

 Instruct	the	Services	to	conduct	routi	ne	
exit	interviews	and/or	surveys	when	
a	service	member	voluntarily	separates	
from	service	for	reasons	other	than	
reti	rement,	medical,	or	administrati	ve	
discharge.	

      

RECOMMENDATIONS

MILITARY

 Include	training	on	communicati	on	best	
practi	ces	in	curricula	across	the	professional	
military	educati	on	system.

 Expand	broadening	assignments	to	include	
civilian	leadership	training	for	mid-career	
service	members.*

*More	informati	on	in	Recommendati	ons	Chapter	of	Comprehensive	Report
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