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by the actions of FARC. Necessarily, they involved themselves in criminality for funding and ultimately proved 

every bit as vicious as FARC in their behavior among the populace. Though often portrayed by activists as 

government auxiliaries, there were no formal links between the state and these criminal elements.
12 Recently during a press conference in Bogota, Colombia’s defense minister pointed out that bandas 

criminales are currently the most dangerous threat to local security in many places of the country and thus the 

most urgent security threat.
13 Information provided by the Colombian Defense Ministry (June 26, 2006) stated that 598 platoons of 

this type had been deployed with a total of 21,598 effectives in a four-phase program, Plan Coraza (Shield), 

which covered the most threatened populated areas of Colombia.

OSPINA OVALLE 

The Human Terrain System (HTS) is a U.S. Army program that recruits, trains, and deploys 
mixed military and civilian Human Terrain Teams (HTTs), which embed with military units 
in Iraq and Afghanistan. These teams conduct social science research about the local popula-

tion to provide situational awareness to the military and “enable culturally astute decision-making, 
enhance operational effectiveness, and preserve and share socio-cultural institutional knowledge.”1 
The teams rely on the HTS Research Reachback Center to provide secondary source research and 
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the Mapping the Human Terrain Toolkit (MAP–
HT) to support analysis, storage, and retrieval of 
sociocultural information.

During the first 4 years of its existence, 
HTS was surprisingly successful in address-
ing the requirements of Army and Marine 
units downrange. In the words of the brigade 
commander of 56th Stryker who worked with 
a team in Iraq in 2008, “If someone told me 
they were taking my HTT, I’d have a platoon 
of infantry to stop them. . . . The HTT has 
absolutely contributed to our operational mis-
sion. Some things we’ve looked at—solving 
problems in a lethal manner—we’ve changed 
to nonlethal options on the basis of the  
HTT information.”2

Despite the positive reception by the 
deployed military units, HTS was controver-
sial with certain elements of the defense intel-
ligence community and with some academ-
ics.3 For example, the Executive Board of the 
American Anthropological Association found 
that HTS was “an unacceptable application of 
anthropological expertise.”4 The controversy 
that surrounded HTS generated substantial 
media coverage and prompted a vigorous dis-
cussion about the application of social science 
to national security issues.

Until a story appeared about HTS on the 
cover of the New York Times in 2007, almost 
nobody had heard of the program.5 HTS 
started quietly with a set of PowerPoint slides 
and no budget. Within 4 years, we:

in Afghanistan and Iraq. These wars showed 
that the whole-of-government approach 
remained more of an ideal than a reality. The 
decision to invade Iraq was not supported by 
adequate research or understanding of the 
economic, political, historical, or social con-
text, though senior leaders such as General 
Eric Shinseki pointed out shortfalls.7 When 
major combat operations ended in Iraq in 
May 2003, the consequences of limited plan-
ning and ad hoc implementation of post-
war stability and reconstruction operations 
quickly became apparent. Because neither 
the Department of State nor other agencies of 
the U.S. Government were able to effectively 
engage in nation-building due to the secu-
rity environment and regulatory hindrances, 
these tasks fell by default to the military. As 
General David Petraeus once noted, “We 
looked around for someone to pass the ball to 
when major combat operations were finished, 
and there was no one there.”8 In effect, the 
military assumed many of the functions of the 
Department of State and began performing 
many activities that were neither their official 
duties nor within their domain of expertise, 
such as setting up a local banking system, de-
worming sheep, and mediating water rights 
disputes between tribes, to name a few.

In addition to the new governance tasks 
the military inherited, counterinsurgency 
(COIN) operations posed unique challenges 
for U.S. forces. To fight an insurgency effec-
tively, the military must conduct combat 
operations, reduce support for the insurgents 
within the population, and increase support 
for the legitimate host-nation government. 
Since Field Marshal Gerald Templer coined the 
phrase during the Malayan Emergency, hearts 
and minds has been used to describe a central 
task of COIN: engaging the local population 

the decision to invade Iraq was not 
supported by adequate research or 
understanding of the economic, political, 
historical, or social context

in order to win their trust and negate their sup-
port for insurgent organizations. A critical first 
step in civilian engagement is determining the 
legitimate power holders in the community, 
and through them addressing the interests and 
grievances of the population they represent. 
The problem in Iraq (and to a lesser degree in 
Afghanistan) is, as Lieutenant Colonel Richard 
Welch observed:

Several thousand Iraqis claimed to be real 
tribal leaders when the actual number is 
just a few hundred and the number of key 
top tribal leaders is less than a dozen. The 
problem with this is that, if the Coalition 
supports an illegitimate tribal leader that 
doesn’t have a real tribal lineage, then it 
dishonors the real tribal leaders and alien-
ates them from the Coalition, creating 
potential enemies or non-support.9

The U.S. military, seeking to simplify a 
situation that it perceived as social disorder 
and political chaos, redefined the problem as 
opposing “blue and red” forces and reverted to 
its traditional comfort zone—kinetic action. 
This lack of cultural understanding led in some 
cases to escalation of force or unnecessary vio-
lence. For example, in the Western European 
tradition, a white flag means surrender. Many 
Marines (rather logically) early in the Iraq 
war assumed a black flag was the opposite of 
surrender—“a big sign that said, shoot here!” 
as one Marine officer pointed out.10 As a result, 
many Shia who traditionally fly black flags 
from their houses as a religious symbol were 
wrongly considered as the enemy. Conversely, 
understanding the local culture could often 
lead to a deescalation of violence and restraint 
on the use of force. In the words of one Special 
Forces officer:

❖❖  transitioned HTS from a “good idea” 
to an institutionalized Army program

❖❖  expanded HTS from a 5-team proof of 
concept to a 30-team program

❖❖  developed HTS from an unresourced 
concept to a program with a $150 mil-
lion a year budget

❖❖  expanded HTS from a small group of 
colleagues to an organization with over 
530 personnel

❖❖  developed the MAP–HT Toolkit 
from a nonfunctioning prototype to 
a fully accredited system in use in 
Afghanistan and Iraq

❖❖  designed, developed, and imple-
mented a training program to prepare 
HTTs for deployment.

All this was done simultaneously rather 
than sequentially with a skeleton staff.6

During the first 4 years of the program, 
Montgomery McFate was the Senior Social 
Scientist and Steve Fondacaro was the Program 
Manager. Both of us left HTS in 2010. At the 
end of the first 4 years of the program, we have a 
rare moment to reflect on our experiences. This 
article places HTS in historical context as an 
example of the military’s adaptation to the wars 
in Afghanistan and Iraq, and then explores the 
relationship between social science and military 
intelligence, utility of social science for military 
operations, importance of sociocultural knowl-
edge in Phase Zero, and unintended conse-
quences of current Army rotation policy.

Identifying the Problem

HTS came into existence at a moment 
when the Department of Defense (DOD) was 
adapting to the challenges posed by the wars 
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Had we understood the cultural role of 
celebratory gunfire, more than one wed-
ding party would have been spared from 
fires conducted in self-defense against a 
perceived threat. While downrange, I tried 
to impress upon my crew the importance 
of cultural [intelligence] in the tactical 
environment. . . . That knowledge enabled 
us to “retract the fangs” on several occa-
sions, allowing us to identify the behavior 
of potential threat groups to our ground 
party as benign.11

These issues—the negative consequences 
of a lack of cultural knowledge, complexities of 
engagement in tribal societies, a tendency to 
resolve issues through kinetic force, and chal-
lenges of governance—concerned the small 
group of us who created HTS. Our hope was 
that sociocultural knowledge would enable the 
military to take local perspectives and interests 
into account in their planning and execution 
of missions. Perhaps naively, we believed that 
sociocultural understanding restrains violence 
rather than enables it.

“An Expensive Footrest”

HTS was born out of a predecessor project 
called Cultural Preparation of the Environment 
(CPE). In December 2004, Hriar Cabayan at 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff J3 (Operations) asked 
Montgomery to assist with a short-term pilot proj-
ect, under the sponsorship of the Joint Improvised 

of the field test in Iraq, the Joint IED Task Force 
returned the CPE to its headquarters.

Despite this setback, we began looking for a 
permanent home for the project in the summer of 
2005. Because the Joint IED Task Force (which 
later became the Joint IED Defeat Organization) 
could not run programs like CPE on a perma-
nent basis, Dr. Cabayan encouraged the team to 
reach out to other U.S. Government entities that 
could develop the CPE as an enduring capabil-
ity. Thus, we met with the State Department 
Humanitarian Information Unit in March 
2005, Army Civil Affairs and Psychological 
Operations Command in June 2005, Marine 
Corps Intelligence Activity in July 2005, and so 
forth. Resulting from the weekly video telecon-
ferences held at the Pentagon, a variety of orga-
nizations expressed interest. Because the Army 
Foreign Military Studies Office’s institutional 
mission aligned with the CPE objectives, we 
reached out to their parent organization, Army 
Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC) 
Deputy Chief of Staff for Intelligence (DSCINT) 
to verify its interest. Thus, in March 2006, 
Montgomery and two colleagues began discus-
sions with Maxie McFarland, the TRADOC 
DSCINT. McFarland had just completed a 
year-long tour as the Joint Improvised Explosive 
Device Defeat Organization (JIEDDO) Senior 
Executive Service Principal for Intelligence 
and was supportive. In July 2006, TRADOC 
DCSINT created a steering committee for the 
Cultural Operations Research–Human Terrain 
System, as it was then called, which became the 
foundation for the HTS program staff.

“Catastrophic Success”

In late 2005, the 10th Mountain Division 
submitted to the Department of the Army an 
Operational Needs Statement (ONS), which is 
a Service component document that articulates 

the “urgent need for a nonstandard and or 
unprogrammed capability to correct a deficiency 
or improve a capability that enhances mission 
accomplishment.”14 Generally, units submit an 
ONS for equipment or technology they lack, 
but rarely if ever is an ONS used to request a 
human capability.

Subsequently, Multi-National Corps–
Iraq signed a Joint Urgent Operational Needs 
Statement (JUONS) in April 2007. Combined 
Joint Task Force 82 signed a JUONS later that 
month, creating a requirement for Afghanistan. 
U.S. Central Command (USCENTCOM) con-
solidated the Afghanistan and Iraq JUONS in 
May 2007. These documents created HTS and 
established the requirement for teams at brigade 
and division level in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
The Afghanistan JUONS and USCENTCOM 
JUONS are classified and cannot be quoted 
from here. However, the unclassified Iraq 
JUONS offers a unique insight into the issues 
that senior military personnel in Iraq thought 
were critical in the 2005–2006 timeframe. 
Noting that “human terrain knowledge defi-
ciencies” exist at all command echelons, the 
Iraq JUONS observed that “detailed knowl-
edge of host populations is critical in areas 
where U.S. forces are being increased to con-
duct counterinsurgency and stability operations 
in Iraq. U.S. forces continue to operate in Iraq 
without real-time knowledge of the drivers 
of the behavior within the host population. 
This greatly limits commanders’ situational 
awareness and creates greater risks for forces.” 

military personnel did not have sufficient 
baseline knowledge to validate the 
information and derive the conclusions 
needed to develop courses of action 
within the staff decision cycle

U.S. forces continue to operate in  
Iraq without real-time knowledge of  
the drivers of the behavior within the 
host population
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Explosive Device (IED) Task Force, to collect and 
organize cultural information in support of Army 
brigades in Iraq. Software developers, military 
personnel with recent experience in Iraq, and a 
variety of social scientists contributed to the CPE. 
The CPE used Diyala Province for the proof of 
concept, in part because prior research had been 
done there for the Iraq Training Program, a 
computer-based predeployment training program 
created for the Army Assistant Chief of Staff for 
Operations the previous year. The objective of the 
CPE was to “provide commanders on the ground 
with a tool that will allow them to understand 
operationally relevant aspects of local culture; the 
ethno-religious, tribal and other divisions within 
Iraqi society; and the interests and leaders of these 
groups. . . . Ultimately, the CPE may assist com-
manders in making decisions about applying the 
appropriate level of force.”12

In fall 2005, the CPE prototype was field-
tested in Iraq. Since the Joint IED Task Force 
had sponsored the project, it made sense to field-
test the prototype with the task force’s element 
in Iraq. Colonel Steve Fondacaro, as officer in 
charge, was responsible for evaluating a variety 
of counter-IED capabilities. After testing the 
prototype, he identified three main problems. 
First, brigade staffs were already overloaded with 
gadgets that they had no time to learn, manage, 
or employ. Thus, the CPE in its current form was 
likely to become an expensive footrest. Second, 
military personnel did not have sufficient base-
line knowledge to enable them to validate the 
information and derive the conclusions needed 
to develop courses of action within the staff deci-
sion cycle. Third, military units needed embed-
ded social scientists on their staffs who could do 
research, derive lessons learned from the unit’s 
experience, and apply them to the development 
of effective nonlethal courses of action that 
would make sense to the population.13 As a result 
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Accordingly, the Iraq JUONS established the 
objectives of the HTS experiment to “improve 
operational decisions and chances for mission 
success” through “increased understanding of 
Iraqi citizens’ physical and economic security 
needs at local/district resolution”; “increased 
understanding of local ideological, religious, 
and tribal allegiances”; and “avoidance of unin-
tended second order effects resulting from a lack 
of understanding of the local human terrain.” 
The Iraq JUONS also noted that it was hoped 
HTS could help “decrease both coalition force 
and local national casualties” and “avoid need-
less loss of life that has occurred due to lack 
of a systematic process and systems to enable 
transfer of human terrain knowledge during unit 
Relief in Place/Transition of Authority.”

While the JUONS brought HTS into exis-
tence as an organization, it provided no fund-
ing. In the private sector, an entrepreneur would 
approach venture capital firms to raise the money. 
In DOD, there is no single office and no single 
process for fundraising. To meet the JUONS 
requirements, we had to cobble funds together 
from a variety of sources. Our joke at this time was 
that we would brief anyone—including the PTA.

In summer 2006, we used the Army ONS 
as the basis for a proposal to JIEDDO for a $20 
million, 5-team proof of concept.15 Although 
we had neither permanent office space nor 
training facilities, we began training the first 
HTT with those JIEDDO funds. Operating on 
the assumption that HTS was going to be a 
2-year experiment, we hired staff, coordinated 
logistics, purchased equipment, recruited 
team members, wrote a concept of operations, 
designed the curriculum, and performed the 
other tasks necessary for startup. A few months 
after the first team deployed to Afghanistan, 
however, the newly signed USCENTCOM 
JUONS increased the requirement for teams 

from 5 to 26, divided between two theaters. 
USCENTCOM had decided to put HTS teams 
at every Army brigade, Marine regiment, and 
U.S. division in Iraq and Afghanistan and 
wanted their request expedited to meet the 
Baghdad surge.16 This type of requirement is 
known inside the Pentagon as “fill or kill,” 
meaning that if a JUONS is validated as an 
“immediate warfighter need,” DOD must 
address the requirements within a fiscal year. In 
HTS, we referred to this 420 percent increase 
in the number of teams as a “catastrophic suc-
cess”: while the boost from DOD was grati-
fying, fulfilling the mandate would stretch a 
brand-new organization to the limit.

From an organizational perspective, a 
slower expansion would have allowed us to 
build a management structure, hire necessary 
staff, develop procedures, and perform a host of 
other activities necessary for a new organization. 
However, since HTS was standing up 4 years 
into an active conflict (and thus was already 
late in some regards), was validated as an imme-
diate warfighter need, and had the potential to 
save lives in Iraq and Afghanistan, the normally 
sequential developmental tasks had to be done 
in parallel and completed as fast as possible. 
Unlike the world of private industry, there was 
no way to refuse this mandate or slow it down.

Thus, we initiated planning for submission 
of the HTS concept plan and table of distri-
bution and authorization in November 2007, 
conducting regular coordination with Army 
staff throughout the 2-year approval process. 
We initiated, developed, and approved the 
HTS mission statement, mission essential task 
list, collective tasks, and individual tasks. We 
began redesigning the training curriculum, 
which had grown organically over the years, to 
introduce a case study approach and systematize 
the research and analysis methods portion of 

the course based on team experiences in theater. 
We built a Program Development Team to iden-
tify best practices, collect lessons learned, and 
solicit recommendations for program improve-
ments (many of which were implemented, 
including in-theater management). We devel-
oped a contracted social science research and 
analysis capability in both Iraq and Afghanistan 
to conduct empirical qualitative and quantita-
tive research to augment that of the teams. In 
2010, after a 2-year wait, the HTS table of dis-
tribution and authorization was finally approved 
by the Army, and we received authorization for 
an Army Program Objective Memorandum 
base for $18 million, making HTS a permanent 
Army program.

Reflections

From concept to capability, development 
of HTS took only a few years. Like any startup 
venture, HTS experienced a variety of chal-
lenges, including obtaining funding, managing 
personnel, answering to our oversight execu-
tive, and responding to the press. Some of these 
experiences were painful, such as the death of 
our colleagues Michael Bhatia, Nicole Suveges, 
and Paula Loyd. Some of these experiences were 
hilarious, such as karaoke night at the High 
Noon Saloon in Leavenworth, Kansas. All of 
these experiences provide fodder for discussion; 
however, in the interest of brevity, we focus on 
the relationship between social science and 
military intelligence, utility of social science 
for military operations, importance of sociocul-
tural knowledge in Phase Zero, and unintended 
consequences of current Army force structure.

The Relationship of Social Science 
and Intelligence

The first Human Terrain Team deployed 
in February 2007 to support the 4th Brigade 

Combat Team of the 82d Airborne Division 
at Forward Operating Base Salerno in Khost, 
Afghanistan. Because HTS was experimen-
tal, we wanted the commander to determine 
where on his staff the HTT should be located, 
given the unique configuration of his brigade. 
According to brigade commander Colonel 
Marty Schweitzer, “The idea to put them in 
the [intelligence office] turned out to be dead 
wrong.”17 Having the HTT in the intelligence 
office (commonly called the S2) resulted in 
overclassification of research,18 reduced the 
ability to interact with the rest of the staff, and 
threatened to draw the HTT into kinetic tar-
geting, an activity that was outside the scope 
of its mission.

The first deployed HTT was initially collo-
cated with the intelligence office as a result of 
the natural tendency in military organizations to 
lump functions together by analogy: HTTs deal 
in information, and information is like intelli-
gence, so they should be part of the intelligence 
office. COIN and stability operations, however, 
require new types of organization. Staff structures 

inherited from the Prussian army do not easily 
accommodate the complexities of 4th-generation 
warfare. Recently, military staffs have adapted by 
creating the Effects Cell, generally known as the 
Fires and Effects Coordination Cell but also as 
the Fusion Cell (but distinct from an Intelligence 
Fusion Center). An Effects Cell pulls together all 
nonlethal resources on a brigade staff, such as the 
Provincial Reconstruction Team, U.S. Agency 
for International Development representatives, 

having the HTT in the intelligence office 
threatened to draw the HTT into kinetic 
targeting, an activity that was outside 
the scope of its mission
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Accordingly, the Iraq JUONS established the 
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Relief in Place/Transition of Authority.”
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Civil Affairs, and so forth, to evaluate and plan 
nonlethal operations such as infrastructure repair, 
governance activities, and agricultural projects.

To execute the nonlethal elements of a 
brigade’s mission, the Effects Cell requires 
knowledge of the local environment, such as 
the population’s perceptions of the fairness of 
electoral procedures and the consequences to 
local communities of reintegration of internally 
displaced people. Since the HTT mission was 
to provide sociocultural situational awareness 
to “enable culturally astute decisionmaking,” 
the HTT was a natural fit within the Effects 
Cell. It also filled a gap: as one team member 
in Iraq in 2006 noted, “The S2 doesn’t sup-
port [Effects Cell] efforts, nobody else supports 
their intel needs for non-kinetic.”19 HTTs, in 
sum, provided the information about the local 
community that the Effects Cell could not get 
from military intelligence. In the words of one 
brigade civil-military operations officer in Iraq, 
“The HTT is the non-lethal S2.”20

At the time HTS was created, military 
intelligence primarily collected and analyzed 
information to produce targets for kinetic reso-
lution. According to joint doctrine, the primary 
focus of military intelligence is lethal targeting 
of the adversary, not understanding social con-
text: “the most important role of intelligence in 
military operations is to assist commanders and 
their staffs in . . . determining adversary capa-
bilities and will, identifying adversary critical 
links, key nodes, [high value targets], and [cen-
ters of gravity], and discerning adversary prob-
able intentions and likely [courses of action].”21

The disarticulation between military 
intelligence’s historic focus on the adversary 
and the new requirements for broad sociocul-
tural contextual information necessitated by 
the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan has caused 
the military intelligence community to do 

some soul-searching. Michael T. Flynn, Matt 
Pottinger, and Paul Batchelor note that the mil-
itary intelligence community has been focused 
on the enemy rather than the population: “The 
tendency is to overemphasize detailed informa-
tion about the enemy at the expense of the 
political, economic, and cultural environment 
that supports it.”22 Contextual information 
about the population is almost entirely absent: 
“battalion S-2 shops rarely gather, process, and 
write up quality assessments on countless items, 
such as: census data and patrol debriefs; min-
utes from shuras with local farmers and tribal 
leaders; after-action reports from civil affairs 
officers and Provincial Reconstruction Teams; 
polling data and atmospherics reports from psy-
chological operations.”23 The authors attribute 
this failure to focus on the population to a ten-
dency of “intelligence shops to react to enemy 
tactics at the expense of finding ways to strike 
at the very heart of the insurgency,” a “lack of 
sufficient numbers of analysts,” and an organiza-
tional predilection for “killing insurgents which 
usually serves to multiply enemies rather than 
subtract them.”24

The heart of the matter is that the training 
and role of intelligence analysts in most military 
units is to attend to the “red layer,” specifically the 
identification of targets. Most intelligence offices 
have their hands full with that particular task and 
are not trained, manned, or organized to undertake 
investigation of the local sociocultural context.

Because sociocultural information was outside 
of the domain of military intelligence when we 
started HTS, we avoided defining the program as 
an intelligence activity. Defining HTS as an intel-
ligence program would have been simpler (reduc-
ing the need for constant explanation inside and 
outside of the Pentagon) and easier (making fun-
draising much more streamlined). As one social 
scientist in Afghanistan noted in 2009:

Publicly I don’t know why HTS puts such 
a strong public emphasis on “social sci-
ence research,” which again just invites 
unnecessary criticism. . . . I have pub-
lished peer-reviewed academic articles and 
have a Ph.D. and so believe I have a pretty 
good understanding of what real social sci-
ence research that is academically rigorous 
qualifies as. I have also been over here and 
been out enough times where I have been 
consistently shot at to know that what we 
are doing is substantively different. . . . We 
are doing fairly generic data collection and 
analysis on local socio-political dynamics 
and applying it for non-kinetic ends.25

Unfortunately, the Pentagon has no snappy 
phrase for “generic data collection and analysis 
on local socio-political dynamics.” At the time 
we were building HTS, one could either call it 
intelligence or social science.

There were also various reasons for framing 
HTS as a social science program. First, given the 
vast collection and reporting effort that supports 
lethal targeting, using HTS to fulfill this function 
would be redundant and duplicative. Second, 
the JUONS that brought HTS into existence 
did not articulate intelligence activities as part 
of the HTS mission set. Third, the intelligence 
production process differs significantly from the 
social science knowledge production process. 
While the intelligence model separates collec-
tion and analysis, HTS follows an academic 
model whereby the same people collect and ana-
lyze information. Social scientists and military 
intelligence professionals also collect informa-
tion differently. Human intelligence (HUMINT) 
collectors search for specific answers to specific 
questions. As one HTS team member explained, 
“the challenge for former HUMINTers who 
have joined HTS is that [they] have to learn to 

while the intelligence model separates 
collection and analysis, HTS follows 
an academic model whereby the same 
people collect and analyze information

be satisfied with vague answers to vague ques-
tions.”26 Whereas HUMINT requires highly 
specific information about individuals in order 
to capture or kill, social science, as practiced in 
HTS, seeks broad contextual information for 
nonlethal purposes. In the words of one social 
scientist who served on an HTT in Afghanistan:

The [intelligence] process involves identify-
ing gaps in threat-oriented knowledge, tasking 
collection assets who use specialized techniques 
to gather information (applying those tech-
niques toward gather[ing] information makes 
the information “intelligence information” 
because the act of acquisition affects the very 
data itself, primarily through its extraction 
from its context—something the social science 
purposefully rejects), analyzing patterns in the 
information (without consultation from its 
sources—another practice that social science 
rejects) to determine “best fit,” selecting infor-
mation that falls with “best fit” categories set 
into pre-conceived structural models (widely 
rejected by critical theorists out of hand since 
the 60s, let alone other schools) and then reas-
sessing gaps. Intel is about eliminating danger, 
not building cooperation.27

Despite our conviction that social science 
was different from intelligence, critics noted 
a variety of “evidence” to support their view 
that HTS was an intelligence program. First, 
the program was housed within an intelligence 
subelement of a training and doctrine asset.28 
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TRADOC intelligence, however, is not sup-
ported by Intelligence Community funds and 
under the DOD Shared Production Program 
has no charter to produce intelligence prod-
ucts. Second, the oversight executive for HTS 
was the Deputy Under Secretary of Defense for 
Intelligence. However, when HTS was formed, 
there were few senior officials in the Pentagon 
who had any interest in the subject. Finding 
an Under Secretary willing to accept oversight 

responsibility for HTS was mostly the result of 
preexisting relationships with staff members 
who were able to advocate for us up the bureau-
cratic chain. Third, the “significant likelihood 
that HTS data will in some way be used as part 
of military intelligence, advertently or inadver-
tently” was problematic.29 All research products 
in the public domain (including ethnographies 
produced by academic anthropologists) are 
accessible by intelligence units. The question is 
whether a report on property law in Afghanistan 
or the tribal structure of Mosul would be valu-
able for lethal targeting. The answer is generally 
no. As Dr. Kathleen Reedy, a social scientist who 
served on teams in both Iraq and Afghanistan, 
noted, “HTTs retain control of their data until it 
is distributed, not collected. They have the same 
degree of control that any researcher does until 
that point. As a social scientist, I could ensure 
that no one received any information that I did 
not intend them to, and so could be certain that 
my informants were kept protected.”30

Downrange, the relationship between the 
intelligence office and HTT was sometimes 
antagonistic and sometimes cooperative depend-
ing on the culture of the brigade, its mission, 
individual personalities, and the local environ-
ment. In 2008 in Iraq, we visited one HTT that 
was having trouble integrating with their brigade 
as a result of that unit’s lethal targeting focus. 
The brigade S2 viewed the HTT as a threat to 
his “turf,” a misunderstanding that was cleared 
up after a brief conversation. Another S2 in Iraq 
who worked with a team in 2009 had a different 
view: “Typically the brigade relies on intel to pro-
vide what the HTT now provides to us. We don’t 
have the knowledge—we haven’t been there for 
a long time. We have no time, and no manpower 
resources to focus on population and environ-
ment. It really helps us out because I don’t have 
the time to dedicate to it. We’re so focused on 
the bad guy.”31

When we were building HTS, most of 
the Intelligence Community was disinterested 
in sociocultural information. Some elements 
of the Intelligence Community have now 
integrated it into their missions.32 For exam-
ple, the Defense Intelligence Agency estab-
lished the Socio-Cultural Dynamics Working 
Group. U.S. Central Command established an 
Afghanistan-Pakistan Center of Excellence, 
which contains a Human Terrain Analysis 
branch. The Under Secretary of Defense 
for Intelligence made a large investment in 
sociocultural analysis at the theater-strategic 
level and established the Defense Intelligence 
Socio-Cultural Capabilities Council. However, 
a number of barriers remain. First, political 
pressure to resolve the war in Afghanistan 
has apparently caused Major General Flynn’s 
successor, Major General Steve Fogarty, to 
reject “the need for social, civil and tribal 
intelligence” and shift the emphasis back to 

“targeting the enemy.”33 Second, the focus 
on short-term effects within DOD and the 
Intelligence Community has sustained the 
preference for airborne technical collection 
systems.34 Third, the terms sociocultural dynam-
ics and human terrain have no shared meaning. 
The military intelligence community tends 
to think of these terms as quantitative infor-
mation about population demographics rep-
resented through geographic overlays. DOD 
tends to think of sociocultural dynamics as 
modeling and simulation (“methods, models 
and tools”),35 rather than the type of empiri-
cal on-the-ground research required to support 
military units in combat.

In 2005, we conjectured about the possible 
bureaucratic outcomes of interjecting social sci-
ence into a military context: either DOD would 
embrace social science as a permanent, institu-
tionalized capability separate from intelligence, 
or intelligence would expand its aperture to 
include social science as part of its mission, doc-
trine, and training. This would create a perma-
nent cadre of dedicated professional researchers 
and analysts and a permanent funding stream for 
acquiring and archiving this information, which 
might lead to better preparation for future U.S. 
military operations overseas. It would mean that 
someone in the Pentagon would be the oversight 
executive for this abandoned child called social 
science, with the authority to evaluate programs 
and ensure funding.

On the other hand, keeping social science 
outside of the Intelligence Community would 
preserve its unique perspective. As one social 
scientist in HTS noted:

An antagonistic relationship between 
HTS and intelligence operations fortifies 
the relevance of both, strengthens their 
interest in doing methodologically (each 

we conjectured either DOD would 
embrace social science as a permanent, 
institutionalized capability separate from 
intelligence, or intelligence would expand 
its aperture to include social science
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to his own) solid work, and increases 
the military’s access to distinctly multiple 
reporting. . . . One of the best things 
HTS can do is to approach an issue from 
completely different and distinct direc-
tions, and contradict the perspective of 
intelligence. That contributes to the [mili-
tary decisionmaking process] more than 
hand holding, group thinkers.36

The view that social science perspectives 
offer a unique, independent perspective has also 
been echoed by members of military units who 
have worked with HTTs. In the words of the 
executive officer for Marine Regimental Combat 
Team 8, “When you go into a planning process, 
it’s not good to have a consensus view when you’re 
forming a [course of action]. You need to hear 
new perspectives, and you need people who bring 
something new to the table. If [the HTT] are too 
close to intel, you get too much consensus.”37

A variety of bureaucratic actors, each with 
their own agendas, will make a final determina-
tion about the fate of social science over the next 
few years. Our hope is that the potential contri-
butions of social science to the national security 
decisionmaking process are not overlooked.

Utility of Social Science for  
the Warfighter

During the development process for the 
CPE in 2005, our team sent out a data call 
to the 15 intelligence agencies of the U.S. 
Government. Our goal was to see whether 
the ontology we developed worked with real 
data, assess what information was being col-
lected, and whether what we were proposing 
was duplicative. In response to our request for 
information about the tribal structure in Diyala, 
we received wildly incongruent answers. Some 
agencies stated there were seven tribes in 
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Diyala, others said there were hundreds. After conducting preliminary survey research in Diyala, 
we tentatively identified 15 tribal confederations and 87 major tribal groups in the province.

The paucity of consistent data in the intelligence stream resulted in an epiphany: intelligence 
agencies were collecting sociocultural data mainly as an afterthought. Collection, when it did take 
place, was through HUMINT or open source intelligence. Those who collected it were not trained 
social scientists, and thus the data were subject to a variety of issues, such as validity, reliability, and 
bias. In effect, U.S. and coalition forces were interacting every day with a population about which they 
knew little, and we believed some empirical research might help.

Indeed, supported military units frequently commented on the benefits of having social scien-
tists on their staffs. The first common theme was the increased accuracy of data. In the words of a 
deputy operations staff officer for the 172d Stryker Brigade Combat Team who spent a tour in Iraq 
in 2008 working with an HTT, “This is my third rotation, but we’ve always done a horseshit job at 
it. We don’t have enough patience. Everything we do is focused on security. But they can get after 
a problem set and be more academic about it. . . . We have a tendency to bullshit and say ‘this is 
how people feel’ but having a dedicated academic supported by operators, they can achieve a lot 
more accurate data.”38

The second theme we heard from military units concerned the benefits of analysis. Often, the 
military used unanalyzed, impressionistic data generated by haphazard research as the basis for deci-
sionmaking. In the words of the assistant chief of staff for operations for II Marine Expeditionary 
Force (Forward), Multi-National Force–West:

When you all weren’t here, we relied upon 
ourselves to do the requisite research—
What is a tribe? How many are there? An 
economy, [what] makes it sustainable? 
We were just trying to touch everything—
build schools, make hospitals work, train 
governments through the [Provincial 
Reconstruction Teams], and at the same 
time fighting the IED fight. . . . The HTT 
brought folks who were immediately able 
to look at the problem, identify the causal 
effects, how this trickles down, and how it 
[a]ffects population from a security point 
of view. . . . Now we have a team to do 
this instead of just a bunch of guys who 
can shoot well trying to do it.39

The third theme that we heard frequently 
from military units concerned the benefit of 
having someone with expert knowledge on their 
staff. Regional expertise seemed to be less rel-
evant than domain knowledge. For example, the 
Second Brigade Combat Team, 101st Airborne 
Division, was supported by an HTT with a politi-
cal scientist as a team member. According to the 
civil-military operations officer:

You can take an engineer from the States 
and they’ll compare their pencil protec-
tors—engineering is engineering—but 
when you get into the political play and how 
the ballot was designed for the election, you 
probably ought to have a political scientist 
on the team. . . . We had no violence [on 
election] day because we covered it well. 
It could have very easily tipped the other 
way, but it didn’t because we had the infor-
mation provided by the HTT that helped 
the brigade commander make the decisions 
that made the day successful, and there was 
no violence because of it.40

analysts are not so much in the wrong 
places as they are starved for the  
right information

Psychologist and DOD civilian Richard R. 
Boone interviews Afghans about daily life 
in Logar Province
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The fourth common theme was simply that 
soldiers should perform the military tasks for 
which they are trained and qualified. Soldiers 
should be soldiers, not social scientists. According 
to the French Civil-Military Co-operation/
Civil-Military Operations Officer for Task Force 
Corrigan, “It’s very difficult to train soldiers to be 
scientists. You can train them to do interviews but 
they won’t have the capacity to make analysis, 
and that’s the most difficult part. . . . It’s easier 
now to take scientists and put them with military. 
Soldiers when they arrive here are here to fight, 
not to engage people in discussion about family, 
religion, and way of life.”41

The Intelligence Community has recog-
nized the benefits of having granular socio-
cultural information. Flynn, Pottinger, and 
Batchelor assert that military intelligence ana-
lysts should focus on the political, economic, 
and social aspects of the local population at a 
granular level. However, they note that “these 
analysts—the core of them bright, enthusiastic, 
and hungry—are starved for information from 
the field, so starved, in fact, that many say their 
jobs feel more like fortune telling than serious 
detective work.”42 As a mitigating measure, the 
authors propose relocating analysts to battalion 
level and below. However, analysts are not so 
much in the wrong places as they are starved 
for the right information. Relocating analysts 
to the lowest level cannot improve the quan-
tity, quality, or availability of population-based 
information. As Thomas Marks, a professor at 
National Defense University, noted: “You can’t 
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correctly assess a situation about which you 
have only second-hand knowledge. . . . Who 
knew better how the Arab revolt was going, 
Lawrence or the bureaucrats in Cairo?”43

Despite the benefits to the military of hav-
ing social scientists conducting research in- 
theater, some commentators believe that “social 
scientists should not be directly embedded with 
military units in theater” and should assist the 
military at a distance by providing predeploy-
ment training.44 The main reason for keep-
ing social scientists out of theater is that their 
involvement would “only further alienate most 
social science academics from the military”45 
and “provide antimilitary elements within their 
own community any substantial ammunition 
with which to undermine the military-academic 
relationship.”46 Denying the opportunity for 
civilian service to academics who are willing 
to contribute directly to national security only 
hurts military efforts downrange. Civilian mem-
bers of HTTs (or Counterinsurgency Advisory 
and Assistance Teams, or any other entity that 
uses scholarly labor in a military context) con-
tribute something valuable to the commander 
and staff of deployed units—namely, a unique 
nonmilitary perspective derived from years of 
education and research. Civilian social scien-
tists who work for the military but are not in 
the military bring a level of objectivity and 
an out-of-the-box perspective that promotes 
increased understanding of the civilian popula-
tion and helps identify more effective courses 
of action. Because civilian members of an HTT 
are not beholden to the performance pressures 
created by the need to obtain a favorable Officer 
Evaluation Report rating, they can articulate 
views not necessarily in conjunction with the 
dominant perspective. Keeping civilian social 
scientists out of theater will not alleviate the 
antipathy between academia and the military 

and will reduce the number of civilian social 
scientists with relevant experience and knowl-
edge. Everyone would lose if ivory towers 
became inaccessible fortresses.

Phase Zero

When discussing the performance of the 
teams with supported units downrange, we fre-
quently heard the question, “Where were you 5 
years ago?” As the assistant chief of staff for oper-
ations, II Marine Expeditionary Force (Forward), 
Multi-National Force–West, observed, “We 
would have gotten where we are now sooner 
if we’d had knowledge of infrastructure—what 
does paramount sheikh really mean? When they 
say they’re unemployed, what does that mean? 
If we’d had that back then, we could have done 
the COIN fight not better, but quicker.”47 From 
platoon leaders to corps commanders, the gen-
eral consensus was that sociocultural information 
would have been helpful before the war began. 
This observation caused us to wonder whether 
the war in Iraq would have been less lethal, bet-
ter executed, or even unnecessary if this informa-
tion had been available to and utilized by deci-
sionmakers during Phase Zero.

In planning a campaign, the military 
divides the time sequence into six phases: shape, 
deter, seize initiative, dominate, stabilize, and 
enable civil authority.48 Phase Zero, the shap-
ing phase of the campaign, involves activities 
“to assure success by shaping perceptions and 
influencing the behavior of both adversaries and 
allies, developing allied and friendly military 
capabilities for self-defense and coalition oper-
ations, improving information exchange and 
intelligence sharing, and providing U.S. forces 
with peacetime and contingency access.”49

In simple terms, Phase Zero refers to the 
prevention of conflict. According to General 
Charles Wald, deputy commander of U.S. 

European Command, “Phase Zero encompasses 
. . . everything that can be done to prevent 
conflicts from developing in the first place.” 
The “ultimate goal” is to build capacity in part-
ner nations that enables them to “prevent or 
limit conflicts.”50 This focus on “prevention 
rather than reaction,” in the words of Theresa 
Whelan, Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense 
for Africa, is central to the mission of U.S. 
Africa Command.51

In the standard military campaign model, 
the Y-axis represents a time sequence, while the 
X-axis represent the level of military effort. The 
X-axis also represents a cost curve, whether that 
cost is financial, national resources, or lives lost. 
Avoiding the cost curve is desirable from both a 
moral and financial standpoint. In the words of 
then Secretary of Defense Robert Gates:

How do you identify a problem early and 
put in the resources—whether it’s train and 
equip or other partnership initiatives—so 
that American men and women in uni-
form don’t have to go fight, so that we build 
indigenous capabilities that provide for sta-
bility operations rather than having to go in 
and do it ourselves in ungoverned spaces in 
countries that are under stress?52

An ounce of prevention is  worth a 
pound of cure. For example, the intervention 
in Liberia in 2003 cost “over $680 million, 
mostly for [United Nations] peacekeeping 
and emergency assistance. Prior to that, the 
United States had committed a mere $67 mil-
lion to programs to promote stability in the 
troubled nation. Doubling or even tripling 
spending on our preventive programs would 
still have been far cheaper than the cost of 
reacting to the crisis and the violence that 
eventually unfolded.”53

If sociocultural knowledge benefits com-
manders and their staffs during tactical opera-
tions, it might also benefit the combatant com-
mands conducting Phase Zero activities, such as 
building partnership capacity, influencing neu-
trals and potential adversaries, and alleviating 
underlying causes of conflict. As noted in Joint 
Publication 3–0, Joint Operations:

The social, economic, and political environ-
ments in which security cooperation activi-
ties are conducted requires a great degree 
of cultural understanding. Military support 
and operations that are intended to support a 
friendly [host nation] require a firm under-
standing of [that nation’s] cultural and 
political realities. History has shown that 
cultural awareness cannot be sufficiently 
developed after a crisis emerges, and must 
be a continuous, proactive element of the-
ater intelligence and engagement strategies.54

In 2004, the Defense Science Board (DSB) 
asked combatant commands to evaluate their 
preparedness for stability operations. According 
to the DSB, “almost across the board, combatant 
commanders felt they needed more knowledge 
for every country in their area of responsibility in 
order to be most effective in peacetime and dur-
ing stabilization and reconstruction.”55 Suspecting 
that there was probably still a gap in this domain, 
we reached out to U.S. Pacific Command, Special 
Operations Command–Pacific, and Combined 

if sociocultural knowledge benefits 
commanders during tactical  
operations, it might also benefit the 
combatant commands conducting  
Phase Zero activities
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that there was probably still a gap in this domain, 
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Joint Task Force–Horn of Africa in 2008. 
Although senior staff confirmed the need for more 
sociocultural knowledge in their respective organi-
zations, the bureaucracies were so byzantine that 
the timescale for working solutions was geologi-
cal. Money that was programmed by the Pentagon 
years earlier to improve the combatant commands’ 
sociocultural knowledge eventually went toward 
hiring more analysts rather than conducting 
systematic, empirical social science research. It 
is worth repeating an observation from Flynn, 
Pottinger, and Batchelor: “analysts . . . are starved 
for information from the field, so starved, in fact, 
that many say their jobs feel more like fortune tell-
ing than serious detective work.”56 Creating more 
analysts but failing to provide actual information 
from the field is unlikely to produce different 
results even if a crystal ball were included.

Mitigating Army Unit Rotation Policy

In both Afghanistan and Iraq, the Army 
employs a policy of unit rotation, which means 
deploying an entire unit (brigade, division, corps) 
to a theater, keeping it in place (generally for 12 
months), rotating the unit home, and simultane-
ously replacing it with another unit. Individual 
rotation, on the other hand, “maintains the same 
unit in theater over time but moves individual 
soldiers into and out of the unit.”57

The current unit rotation policy limits the 
Army’s ability to conduct COIN and stabil-
ity operations. As one Special Forces Soldier 
noted, “‘rotational warfare,’ as it is often called, 
is one of the single greatest obstacles to the 

long-term success of [COIN] in our respective 
theaters.”58 First, the unit rotation policy creates 
a narrow window when units can focus on their 
mission. A unit requires 3 months at the begin-
ning of a tour to get organized and emplaced, 
and 3 months at the end of the tour to prepare 
to redeploy. This leaves the unit 6 to 8 months 
to focus on its mission. Second, the short dura-
tion of the tour prevents units from developing 
expertise about local population. As one unit 
leaves, a new unit must start from the begin-
ning. The “left seat/right seat ride” (in which a 
unit passes information and personal contacts 
with the population to another unit) is often 
hindered by time and manpower constraints. As 
Brian Jenkins has noted, “America’s unit rota-
tion policy impedes the accumulation of local 
knowledge and breaks the personal relation-
ships that are essential to a successful counter-
insurgency campaign.”59 Third, disrupting the 
interpersonal relationships between soldiers and 
community members established during a year-
long deployment has a significant deleterious 
effect on trust, credibility, and even such mun-
dane matters as contracting.

Recognizing the effects of unit rotation poli-
cies (and our inability to change Army policy), 
we organized and deployed HTS teams in such a 
way that they were permanently geographically 
located. After a new team deployed, it was filled 
as needed with individual replacements, staggered 
over time, as the old team members rotated out. 
In theory, this enabled the team to become the 
knowledge base for the unit and to provide con-
tinuity with the local population. New units that 
rotated into theater found an HTT already in 
place, prepared with information about the local 
economy, political system, and key leaders. As the 
S3 chief of plans for 56th Stryker Brigade noted 
in 2008: “The HTT provided continuity that we 
wouldn’t have had otherwise. . . . Having an HTT, 

you can walk across the street and talk to an expe-
rienced team who knows what was going on with 
sheik so-and-so 6 or 7 months ago.”60

In mitigating some of the unintended con-
sequences of the Army unit rotation policy, we 
assumed the difficulties of an individual replace-
ment system. These difficulties included inte-
grating individuals into teams already on the 
ground, separation of individuals who worked 
well together in training and wanted to stay 
together downrange, difficulty integrating 
existing teams with newly arrived units, and a 
variety of similar issues. We considered options 
to mitigate the effects of individual rotation of 
team members, including pairing social scien-
tists and team leaders or changing the duration 
of tours. However, managing the HTS team 
replacement system, which involved creating 
new teams from scratch (through a process of 
training, evaluation and assignment with asso-
ciated attrition) and backfilling existing teams, 
was complex and did not lend itself to any easy 
solution. Ironically, the problem we sought to 
address on a microlevel within HTS was reca-
pitulated with no obvious solution.

Conclusions

While looking for a motto for the program 
in 2006, one of us (Montgomery) proposed and 
the other (Steve) rejected “Changing the Army, 
One Brigade at a Time.” In retrospect, the motto 
was not inaccurate; our goal was to improve a 
small but critical part of how military units con-
duct their mission. We wanted to provide mili-
tary units with operationally relevant sociocul-
tural information so decisions and actions would 
be better informed, more compassionate, and less 
kinetic. Based on feedback from the units HTS 
supported—as impressionistic and subjective as 
that may be—the teams downrange were benefi-
cial to the Army and Marine Corps.

Whether HTS or any program with simi-
lar goals could be effective on a strategic level 
remains to be seen. Even if the requisite socio-
cultural knowledge were readily available, easily 
retrieved, and presented in a user-friendly format, 
would combatant commanders or policymak-
ers actually use it to craft strategy and execute 
plans? Would detailed, empirical knowledge of 
the tribal structure in Iraq or the political objec-
tives of Ho Chi Minh during the Vietnam War 
have enabled us to better shape the environment 
or deter conflict? Critics of the Bush administra-
tion believe that the Iraq War was the product of 
a neoconservative political agenda that rejected 
nuanced approaches in favor of military unilat-
eralism. In that type of policy environment, a 
tree falling in a forest does not make any sound.

Whether the military itself can change and 
institutionalize the thinking that brought HTS 
into being remains to be seen. On April 14, 
2008, Secretary Gates gave a speech in which he 
observed that the “Human Terrain program . . . is 
leading to alternative thinking—coming up with 
job-training programs for widows, or inviting local 
power-brokers to bless a mosque restored with 
coalition funds. These kinds of actions are the key 
to long-term success, but they are not always intui-
tive in a military establishment that has long put a 
premium on firepower and technology.”61 Despite 
the recent experience with counterinsurgency in 
Iraq and Afghanistan, most of the military estab-
lishment continues to operate on the assumption 
that firepower and technology are the sine qua 
non of the military machine. Programs such as 
HTS are unusual and experimental, but this also 
makes them vulnerable to the plate tectonics of 
the Pentagon.

Only time will tell whether HTS endures, 
whether the U.S. military adapts, and whether 
it is judged as a success or failure. We enjoyed 
doing our part. PRISM

recognizing the effects of unit rotation 
policies, we deployed HTS teams in 
such a way that they were permanently 
geographically located
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McFATE & FONDACARO

Where do effective military and police institutions come from in a society that is not 
already based on the rule of law? In particular, can informal militias based on patron/
client relations be successfully reformed or integrated into professional and effective 

state security institutions? We do not have good answers to these questions. Yet the United States 
and its allies are wrestling with them daily in many locations around the globe. My goal in this 
article is to examine what we do know about historical and recent situations that to some degree 
mirror these current challenges, and to draw out some unexpected practical suggestions about what 
might work on the ground.

These questions originally grew out of my research on warlords. Warlords are individuals who 
control small pieces of territory through a combination of force and patronage, acting in defiance 
of genuine state sovereignty but with the collusion of weak states and their leaders.1 The relation-
ship of warlords and their informal militias to state actors is bargained and based on personal ties. 
Warlord militias are not implacably hostile to the state or resentful of de jure state sovereignty over 
the territory where they operate. In most cases, state leaders have actually informally granted them 
de facto control over particular territories. This situation creates obvious challenges for internation-
ally supported security sector reform efforts in places such as Afghanistan.2 But these questions have 
relevance beyond cases of warlordism, too. Rebel or paramilitary forces opposed to the current state 
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