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IN SEPTEMBER 2010, Secretary of Defense Robert Gates delivered an 
address to the students and faculty of Duke University on the nature of 

our modern all-volunteer military.3 During his hour-long speech he repeatedly 
returned to the theme of the growing disconnect between today’s profes-
sional soldiers and the civilian society they serve. Not only, he said, are our 
military organizations becoming more professional, but they are drawing 
from an ever-decreasing segment of the American public. A 2009 study 
undertaken for the Directorate of Accession Policy and cited by Secretary 
Gates during his address at Duke found that, in 1988, approximately 40 
percent of 18-year olds had at least one veteran parent. By 2000, that figure 
had fallen to 18 percent, and by 2018, only about 8 percent of 18-year olds 
will have a veteran parent and the exposure to and familiarity with military 
life that comes from being part of a military family.4

Secretary Gates is not alone in his concerns among senior government offi-
cials. In his 2010 farewell speech, outgoing chair of the House Armed Services 
Committee, Congressman Ike Skelton, warned of what he perceived to be a 
“civil-military gap, a lack of understanding between civilians and the military 
that has grown in the era of an all-volunteer force.”5 This “civil-military gap” 
is very real and poses a number of substantial challenges to leaders in both the 
executive and legislative branches of our government.

The existence and importance of a “civil-military” gap has been exhaustively 
debated in the academic literature and popular media.6 I suggest that it exists, 
but that it is natural and unavoidable. Our focus should not be on “closing the 
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“[W]hatever their fond sentiments for men and women in uniform, for most Americans the wars remain an 
abstraction. A distant and unpleasant series of news items that does not affect them personally. Even after 9/11, 
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gap,” but on mitigating its negative effects. To accom-
plish this, I suggest a broad program of “interface.” 
Personal relationship building is the key to cultural 
understanding, and cultural understanding leads to 
good relations. Cultural understanding is the goal, 
not cultural homogeneity. 

Today’s Army has a number of programs and 
regulations it could adapt to promote interface with-
out greatly disrupting their existing functions. As of 
now, no unifying or coordinating structure links these 
programs, and in most cases, individual regulations 
contain a variety of material weakness when viewed 
from the perspective of cultural outreach promotion. 
This article proposes a framework for analyzing 
existing programs for interface promotion potential. 
Then, using the Army Congressional Fellowship 
Program as an example, it illustrates how the process 
could work and proposes some changes that can have 
an immediate, significant, and lasting impact on the 
relationships between our modern professional Army, 
our political leaders, and the public they both serve.7 

The core task is one of targeted outreach. As an 
organization, the Army must establish new points of 
cultural interface to supplant those lost during the pro-
fessionalization of American military forces in recent 
decades. To do this, the entire military organization 
must work to communicate to political leaders and 
the civilian population they serve what it truly means 
to be a member of the profession of arms. 

The Cultural Divide
Military organizations are unlike any other 

social institutions in contemporary American 
society. Virtually all modern military sociologists 
have come to view modern militaries as highly 
professionalized social institutions.8 In their 
2000 commentary on American military culture, 
Edwin Dorn, Walter Ulmer, and Thomas Jacobs 
noted that “[g]iven the military’s unique role of 
managing violence on behalf of society, a strong 
and incorruptible culture is not only important but 
essential.”9 We have long publically recognized, 
not only in our popular culture but also in the pro-
nouncements of our political institutions, that the 
demands of military life require social dynamics 
that are in many ways distinct from those in civil-
ian society. For example, in its findings in section 
571 of the National Defense Authorization Act for 
Fiscal Year 1994, Congress declared, “Military life 
is fundamentally different from civilian life,” and 
that “the military society is characterized by its 
own laws, rules, customs, and traditions, includ-
ing numerous restrictions on personal behavior 
that would not be acceptable in civilian society.”10

According to organizational psychologist Edgar 
Schein, “Culture is what a group learns over a 
period of time as that group solves its problems of 
survival in an external environment and its prob-
lems of internal integration.”11 The culture that has 
grown up within the Army, and our other military 
institutions, derives from the unique demands 
of war fighting and combat survival.12 Both the 
survival and integration challenges our military 
organizations face are fundamentally different from 
those faced in most corners of civil society. Unless 
we intend to fundamentally alter the role of the 
military in American society, it makes little sense to 
push our military organizations to reform an aspect 
of their identity that derives from and contributes 
to their battlefield success. 

Even if it were desirable to attempt to move the 
cultural norms of our military organizations closer 
to those of American civil society, it is unclear 
which norms we would choose. The United States 
is a nation of wide cultural diversity. While many 
modern sociologists and cultural anthropologists 
note broad trends towards assimilation and multi-
culturalism, ours is also a society of many distinct 
and self-sustaining subcultures.13 The key point is 

Secretary of Defense Robert M. Gates walks with ROTC 
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that there is no one “civilian culture” in America. If 
anything, the unifying aspect of the various civilian 
cultures as compared to our military organizations 
is simply that they are not military. 

Whatever the predominant civilian culture, it 
springs from a very different set of needs than 
those that shaped the culture of the Army. That the 
cultures are different is not the problem. Rather, the 
lack of cultural awareness and social understanding 
should be of primary concern. In short, the military 
culture derives from the imperatives of combat sur-
vival and so should not be changed to more closely 
conform to civilian society. Civilian culture in the 
United States varies widely by locale, and even 
its universally shared elements are in no need of 
adjustment. The cultures need not conform to each 
other, they only need be exposed to each other so 
that a relationship of mutual trust and understand 
can develop. 

Military Participation Rates and 
Civil-Military Relations

Frank Hoffman described civil-military relations 
as the set of relationships between four sectors 
of society: military elites, the military writ large, 
American political elites, and the American civil 
society.14 This is a useful paradigm. It allows us to 
conceptualize relationships based on their primary 
participants and discuss policy options to address 
challenges in relationship categories. For example, 
poor relations between military and political elites 
may stem from dramatically different factors than 
those between rank-and-file military members and 
the American civil society. 

The military has long enjoyed favorable public 
opinion, and it ranks above other national insti-
tutions in public perception surveys.15 Taken at 
face value these surveys could indicate a healthy 
relationship between the military writ large and 
American civil society. However, a favorable view 
of an organization does not necessarily indicate 
understanding of the organization’s culture. Views 
not based upon a personal understanding of an 
institution are much more susceptible to change 
with the political winds.

As of 2009, only 7.55 percent of the nation’s 
population had served in the military.16 Of these 
veterans, 65.2 percent were 55 or older. One hun-
dred twenty members of the 111th Congress have 

served in the military.17 While this is greater than 
the proportion among the general population, it 
has been declining. (There were 126 in the 110th 
Congress.) As veterans move into retirement, the 
percentage of congressional representatives with 
military experience will continue to decline. 

The level of understanding of the modern mili-
tary culture may not be as high as it might appear at 
first blush even within our veteran population. The 
military culture that exists today is not the military 
culture that existed 40 years ago.18 Perceptions of 
what life in the military is like that come from ser-
vice that concluded decades ago may not be entirely 
in line with the realities of modern service. 

Declining public and political military partici-
pation rates have a complementary affect on one 
another in congressional and popular attitudes 
toward military issues and affairs. Many factors 
shape legislative vote decisions, not the least of 
which is constituent demands. To the extent that 
any congressional district contains a dwindling 
number of citizens with direct military experience, 
the policy preferences of that district may be discon-
nected from the realities of military life. Similarly, 
as the number of representatives with military 
experience declines, the tendency to promote and 
discuss military issues with their constituencies is 
likely to decline. 

Meanwhile, the operational tempo of our armed 
forces, especially our land forces, has increased dra-
matically. Since the invasion of Iraq in 2003 slightly 
more than 2 million soldiers and marines have been 
deployed into combat zones.19 Of these, more than 
790,000 have served two or more combat tours.20 

The War on Terrorism is now the longest con-
flict in American history, yet in almost 10 years 
less than one percent of the U.S. population has 
served in either Iraq or Afghanistan.21 This intense 
operational tempo has helped solidify cultural 
distinctions between civilian and military societies 
within a small segment of the total U.S. population. 

          That the cultures are 
different is not the problem. 
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Interface 
The core problem is one of interface. The 

more interaction a person has with individuals 
from another culture, the more positive his or 
her attitudes will be towards people from that 
culture.22 However the general public has little 
opportunity to build direct relationships with our 
military organizations and so has little opportu-
nity to interact with the military culture. 

For most Americans, despite fond sentiments 
for our men and women at arms, “the war remains 
an abstraction, a distant and unpleasant series 
of news items that does not affect them per-
sonally.”23 To truly understand military culture 
requires a point of interface with military organi-
zations. Interface between the civilian sector and 
the military comes in two forms, direct military 
service and contact with current or separated 
service members. Given the general decline in 
military participation rates, military organiza-
tions must actively develop positive points of 
interface between current service members and 
the civilian population and leadership. To do this 
the military must engage a portion of its consider-
able resources in outreach and promotion efforts 
apart from its established recruiting functions.

Personal relationship building is especially 
important for military organizations. Under 
normal circumstances, members of the public 
have no opportunity to directly access the ser-
vices of military organizations, to assess the 
value of the organizations’ services, or to interact 
with their members. Much of the current favor-
able view of the military derives from public 
perceptions of members of the armed services as 
protectors of the public good and perceptions that 
military members are personally admirable and 
worthy of respect. Much of the public perception 
of the military may come from the notion that 
the military is culturally unique in a way that 
deserves respect or admiration. However, absent 
direct contact with the military (through service 
or contact with active or separated members), the 
popular image of military culture derives largely 
from portrayals by media and entertainment 
organizations. In recent years, media treatment 
of military life has been largely salutary, although 
this need not always be the case and could easily 
shift with political temperaments. 

The current favorable view is a fickle one based 
on feelings of patriotism and positive treatment 
in the media rather than true understanding. By 
establishing points of personal interface with the 
public, a military organization can give individu-
als an opportunity to form first-hand opinions that 
are much more likely to endure. Contrast the 
current popular support the military enjoys with 
the generally poor public perception in the 1960s 
and 1970s during the Vietnam War. The current 
“favorability” of military organizations is linked 
to contemporary policy preference rather than to 
identification with the organizations themselves.

Most public sector organizations attempt to 
establish and maintain a level of familiarity with 
external stakeholders through traditional promo-
tional activities such as the issuance of annual 
reports, maintaining engaging and informative 
web sites, publishing newsletters, and purchas-
ing print, television, radio and web media expo-
sure.24 In this regard, the Army as an organization 
is typical and already does an adequate job of 
communicating its core capabilities.25 However, 
because the Army does not provide a tangible 
good or service in the way that most public sector 
organizations do, establishing the type of external 
stakeholder relationships that scholars believe 
are essential to promotion is difficult.26 Under 
normal circumstances, a member of the public is 
not a user of military services in the traditional 
sense. No point of interface exists where a typi-
cal member of the public contacts the Army for 
goods or services and so they have no opportunity 
to directly develop relationships. 

Contrast the role of the military organiza-
tion with those of other major public health and 
safety organizations. The core purpose of the 
Public Health Service or a local law enforcement 
agency may be similar to that of the military (the 
establishment and sustainment of public safety 
and security), but the functional roles are very 
different. A member of the public may access the 
service of a law enforcement agency when report-
ing a crime or observing police patrolling their 
neighborhood. At this point of interface, they have 
the opportunity to assess the value and quality of 
the service provided and build a relationship with 
the organization and its representative. Similarly, 
users of public health services interface directly 
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with the agency (through the use of community 
health services) and indirectly (through the adop-
tion of specific health recommendations in their 
own lives). They establish a relationship with and 
understand the organization based on personal 
experience. 

The lack of interface between the military and 
civilian communities is the primary impediment 
to developing a cross-cultural understanding 
between the groups. It should be a command pri-
ority to establish positive points of interface as 
quickly and efficiently as possible with civilian 
political leaders and the public at large. 

Using the Army’s Established 
Framework to Improve External 
Relations

Today’s Army has a large, capable cadre of 
public affairs professionals who could be engaged 
to design and manage a program of interface 
development using tools that already exist within 
the organization. Rather than attempting to do this 
from scratch, the Army should work to develop 
positive interface points by interweaving this goal 
with existing program functions. Public relations 
personnel should coordinate and design the pro-
gram. The chief of public affairs should analyze 
existing programs to identify those the Army can 
use for interface development. The Army should 
integrate interface goals with existing program 
goals wherever it will not significantly detract from 
a program’s primary function. 

The process should begin by identifying pro-
grams in which interface either already occurs or 
can be readily developed. For example, the Army 
Congressional Fellowship Program places Army 
officers in staff positions in congressional offices 
where they work with civilian congressional staff 
within their area of expertise. Besides its primary 
function of educating selected Army officers in 
congressional activities, the program provides a 
point of interface between rank-and-file military 
members and political elites. 

Once identified, we should characterize potential 
points of interface according to the nature of the 
relationships they can develop. Every program will 
fall into one of four categories: military elite to 
political elite, military elite to civil society, military 

writ large to political elite, and military writ large 
to civil society.

After identifying interface-promoting pro-
grams, the public affairs community must do two 
things—incorporate interface promotion into each 
program’s purpose as a secondary goal and then 
analyze programs with an eye toward identifying 
areas to modify to promote interface without sig-
nificantly detracting from the primary goal. The 
extent, if any, to which we should allow primary 
goals to be subordinate to interface promotion is 
a policy decision for the chief of public affairs 
and the command responsible for the program. 

Finally, once we modify existing programs to 
maximize interface in ways consistent with their 
primary purposes, the public affairs community 
must identify categories of relationships for 
which significant interface gaps remain. Then, to 
the extent that resources allow, the Army should 
develop programs from scratch to promote posi-
tive interactions in these areas, a longer and more 
resource intensive process than modifying an 
existing program. 

Developing Relationships with 
Political Leaders

As used in this work, political leaders are defined 
as those elected officials outside of the military 
chain of command. The most visible group of 
political leaders are the 535 members of the federal 
legislature. 

The Army interacts with members of Congress 
in two primary ways: directly and through constitu-
ents. Direct relations occur on two primary levels: 
interaction between the military leadership and 
members of Congress and their staffs, and interac-
tion between rank-and-file military members and 
members of Congress and their staffs.

       …to the extent that resources 
allow, the Army should develop 
programs from scratch to promote 
positive interactions…
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Organizational and political factors constrain 
direct relationships between members of Congress 
and military leaders to a narrow set of stakehold-
ers. Staff interactions are more important because 
they are both more widespread and less formal. 
The Army Congressional Fellowship Program 
provides a unique opportunity for rank-and-file 
members of the military to closely interact and 
form relationships with members of Congress and 
their staffs, a military writ large to political elite 
interface opportunity. AR 1-202 prescribes policy 
and procedures relating to the Army Congressio-
nal Fellowship Program. The program educates 
selected Army officers on the importance of the 
strategic relationship between the Army and the 
Congress. It is a three-year program that includes 
pursuit of a master’s degree in legislative affairs 
at George Washington University, service on the 
staff of a member of Congress, and an assignment 
to the Army or Joint Staff in a legislative liaison 
duty position. 

From the perspective of interface development, 
the time that service members spend working with 
congressional staff is most important. Though the 

program’s total duration is three years, the time 
spent working on Capitol Hill is usually less than 
one year. 

As it currently exists, the program primarily 
educates Army officers. That is, it aims to benefit 
the individual officer and increase his or her value to 
the Army rather than to forward the broader goal of 
improving Army-congressional relations. However, 
because of the high level of personal interaction 
between participants and political elites, the inter-
face benefits to the Army may actually outweigh 
the benefits of officer professional development. By 
integrating interface into the program’s purpose and 
making several changes to the program structure, 
we can maximize the interface benefits without 
detracting from its existing purpose. I recommend 
the following changes:
● In addition to searching for individual mem-

bers of Congress to sponsor Army officers, the 
Army should work with Congress to set up per-
manent positions on professional committee staffs 
that Army officers can fill. This will allow a larger 
number of officers to work with congressional staff 
each year. In 2011, only 24 Army officers received 

Mr. Egon Hawrylak (standing center), representing the Joint Force Headquarters-National Capital Region,  Fort Lesley J. 
McNair, Washington, DC,  with members of the Army Congressional Fellowship Program, 13 August 2010. 
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congressional fellowships. We should greatly 
expand this number.
● The program should expand to include an 

option for a Capitol Hill rotation without the accom-
panying degree program and legislative affairs 
assignments. The Army officer corps includes a 
great many individuals superbly qualified to assist 
civilian congressional staff members without the 
benefit of formal legislative affairs education. The 
Army could adjust eligibility criteria to include 
expertise in areas related to the work of assigned 
offices.
● We should open the program to a wider group 

of Army officers by amending the utilization policy. 
AR 1-202, Chapter 5 5-1(d) requires that officers 
not be assigned to a congressional detail as their 
last assignment before separation. This policy 
makes sense only if the primary concern is provid-
ing skills to officers to benefit the Army in their 
later assignments. If we amended the program’s 
goals to include improving relations and sharing 
expertise, an officer’s separation immediately fol-
lowing an assignment to Capitol Hill would be of 
little concern.

● There are several major Army installations 
in the Washington D.C. area. The Army should be 
routinely inviting congressional members and staff 
to on-base events with congressional fellows. This 
should include not only tours and reviews, but also 
social events. As this is an outreach effort aimed at 
improving personal relationships, the events should 
be informal and structured to maximize face-to-face 
interaction between congressional staff members 
and members of the military.

Army Programs
I suggest that we create an office within the 

Army  Office of the Chief of Staff of Public Affairs 
to analyze existing Army programs for interface 
promotion potential. This office would characterize 
existing points of interface, make recommendations 
as to how to modify existing programs to improve 
their interface effects, and develop strategies to 
improve interface in areas where existing programs 
fall short. I also suggest the Army Congressional 
Fellowship Program can be altered to promote 
interface without significantly detracting from its 
original purpose. MR
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