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management perspective for understanding real world problems and issues. In doing 
so, we made use of a situation in which real threat exists and where individuals from 
different countries are forced to collaborate. The ISAF peacekeeping mission in Kabul 
has indeed been described as a mission involving considerable threat, and hence, fol-
lowing terror management theory and research, it could be predicted that under these 
circumstances, international collaboration among the nations involved in the mission 
would deteriorate. 

Although we did not obtain direct evidence of the role of threat, or death concerns, in 
the actual deterioration of the willingness to collaborate with foreign nationals among 
Dutch military who worked there, we believe the findings that were obtained in the 
present study clearly speak to this idea. It was found that in Kabul, perceived threat and 
concerns with death were much higher than in Münster, where the same type of mili-
tary personnel worked in a similarly international context under much less threatening 
circumstances. Moreover, in Kabul, a clear negative relation between death concern and 
willingness to internationally collaborate could be observed, whereas acceptance of the 
risk of death was found to positively correlate with willingness to collaborate in inter-
national context. Given that defiance of death constitutes the opposite of death fear, we 
find this correlation consistent with the terror management analysis presented. 

Although the difference between Kabul and Münster in wording of the questions 
pertaining to international collaboration prevented any firm conclusions regarding the 
role of threat in the deterioration of international collaboration in Kabul, we nonetheless 
consider the results of the mediation analysis supportive of the central hypothesis. That 
is, the mediation analysis yielded a significant Sobel test statistic, that we believe is dif-
ficult to account for on another basis than the analysis presented throughout this article. 
Although the differences in willingness to collaborate internationally can be accounted 
for by a greater number of factors than those of pertinence for the hypothesis under 
investigation, we believe the mediating role of death concerns in the difference between 
Münster and Kabul do pertain to the psychologically relevant variable of international 
collaboration. Indeed, if the questions asked in Münster and Kabul would have been 
similar, perfect support for the hypothesis would have been provided.  

In conclusion, then, we believe the present research findings are of great importance 
to terror management theory, and at least of equal importance for the understanding of 
pertinent global issues.

Implications for terror management theory

With regard to terror management theory, we find the in vivo replication of tenden-
cies only directly observed in experimental lab settings particularly noteworthy. Indeed, 
terror management theory, and more specifically the research paradigm, has been cri-
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ticized for its lack of correspondence with real-life threat (e.g. Muraven and Baumeister, 
1997). Nonetheless, such criticism has faded since the spreading of terrorism as a global 
phenomenon, as many parallels between the mortality salience can be observed. The 
present experiment is, however, actually the first to directly demonstrate the real-life 
viability of mortality salience effects. And not only the main hypothesis derived from 
terror management theory that death concern undermines international collaboration 
was actually observed, but also other phenomena found in the lab, such as the role of 
need for closure and national identification in the acceptance of the risk to die were 
found to exist in a real-life threatening situation. Hence, we find the correspondence 
in findings between the lab and the real world particularly encouraging. It provides 
further support for the notion that terror management theory and research are of great 
relevance for understanding the global problems of our times. In fact, as the research 
further develops, it may culminate in technology that would allow to more directly help 
people manage the terrors that seem to be so omnipresent nowadays. 

Although the reported findings are highly consistent with terror management the-
ory, a critical follower of the literature may note that the present research deviates in 
one significant aspect from the lab research. Specifically, a growing body of research 
suggests that terror management processes primarily occur at unconscious levels, and 
the measures used in the present study only capture the conscious components of death 
concerns (see Pyszczynski, et al., 1999). In response, it could be stated that the consci-
ous/unconscious distinction may be of less relevance in the context of real-life death 
threat. What matters may be the extent to which concerns about death become suffused 
in the experiential rather than the cognitive system. 

Indeed, building on the work of Epstein (1994) on the functioning of cognitive and 
experiential system, Simon et al., (1997) have observed that terror management proces-
ses primarily occur once participants are in an experiential mode of information pro-
cessing. It seems reasonable to suggest that death concerns are processed experientially 
in a situation of continual, diffuse death threat such as in Afghanistan. And, although 
processed experientially, death thoughts may still be reported by the person experien-
cing it. But clearly, further studies using different measures that tap death concerns at 
different levels of consciousness are direly needed to further advance the understanding 
of this role of unconscious and conscious concerns about death in real-life situations.

Implication for policy

Needless to say, further studies are not only of relevance to advance the fundamental 
understanding of terror management processes, but are also of great relevance for the 
understanding of important issues that policy makers are facing worldwide. In parti-
cular, multinational military cooperation may benefit from insights developed in this 
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stream of theory. Multinational military collaboration only seldom develops smoothly, 
which – as we have seen now- may at least partly be explained by the life-threatening 
circumstances that sometimes prevail in such missions.  

There are a variety of ways in which terror management theory and research could 
be used in the context of military missions. For example, research on the mortality 
salience effect has shown that individual differences play a crucial role in how people 
cope with mortality threat (e.g. Harmon-Jones et al., 1995; Mikulincer and Florian, 
2000; Dechesne & Kruglanski, 2004). Awareness of these individual differences may 
help to select individuals who are particularly capable of maintaining psychological 
equanimity under threatening circumstances. In addition, research on terror manage-
ment may identify the potential positive and negative consequences of carrying out 
military missions in international context. As we have attempted to show, it appears 
that in Kabul, the threatening circumstances were associated with a deterioration of the 
collaboration. But further experimentation may also demonstrate boundary conditions 
of this effect: Whereas some international collaboration may be undermined by threat 
among some, this does not imply that all forms of international collaboration are under-
mined among all. We are hopeful that the experimental mortality salience paradigm 
may unveil these boundary conditions. 

On a more global level, the idea that death threat undermines international collabo-
ration may pose a considerable problem to virtually all peace missions around the world. 
It suggests that although the international context in which peace missions take place 
may be instrumental to political considerations, when it comes to the work in the field, 
the international ambitions may hamper rather than enhance the success of the mis-
sion. Hence, we believe the issues addressed by terror management research may have 
thorough implications for carrying out military missions in international context.

Closing Remarks

Again, the present research is, to our knowledge, the first to directly demonstrate 
that terror management experiments have direct predictive power in real life situations. 
And we believe the present results are particularly encouraging in this respect. They 
suggest that fundamental research may help to identify the direct and indirect social 
consequence of terror threats, as well as to identify the adaptive and maladaptive forms 
of terror management, and to specify moderators of such consequences and forms. In 
this respect, the Lewinian maxim “there is nothing as practical as a good theory” seems 
to be as pertinent as ever, and acknowledgement of the maxim by both scientists and 
policy makers in the light of the current world’s turmoil seems to be highly recommen-
ded, hopefully, ultimately, to the benefit of all. 
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Abstract

This study examines the role of threat and idealistic motivation in the increased 
negativity of evaluation of the local population during a peace mission in Uruzgan, 
Afghanistan. Participants were asked before and during deployment about perceived 
threat, idealistic motivation, and perception of the local population. During deployment, 
soldiers report a more negative view of the local population than before deployment. 
Greater perceived threat during the mission is found to amplify the more negative eva-
luations of the locals. Soldiers’ idealistic motivation is related to increased favourable 
perceptions of the locals during the mission. 
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The Uphill “Hearts and Minds” Battle: The Role of Perceived Threat and Idealistic 
Motivation in Perception of a Local Population during a Peace Mission

In contemporary “4th generation warfare”, winning the ‘hearts and minds’ is the 
key to success. In order to achieve this objective, the military must be culturally know-
ledgeable and emphatic to thrive in an unfamiliar social and physical environment (e.g. 
Scales, 2004). The soldiers’ attitude towards the local population constitutes a central 
element. Despite the best intentions, however, intergroup attitudes between peace mis-
sion operatives and local population in areas of conflict throughout the world remain 
ambivalent, if not downright hostile. Given the importance of smooth collaboration 
and local support, it is imperative to understand the factors that lead to deteriorated 
relations between peace mission operatives and the local population. In an attempt to 
contribute to the debate, the present research investigated perceived threat and idealistic 
motivation as factors that affect the deteriorating intergroup attitudes in the threatening 
circumstances of a peace mission in Afghanistan. 

The uphill “hearts and minds” battle
In order to win the “hearts and minds” battle, modern military training and operati-

ons emphasize intercultural awareness (Gooren, 2006; McFate, 2005). For instance, the 
US military has developed a Human Terrain System, in which a social scientist, usually 
a cultural anthropologist, is assigned to inform the military on cultural issues and 
win the trust of the locals (Kipp, Grau, Prinslow, & Smith, 2006; Fattahi, 2007). The 
intensity of the intercultural awareness efforts not only underscores the importance of 
success in the hearts and minds battle, but also shows the difficulty of establishing pro-
found intergroup trust. Local values differ greatly from one’s own cultural background. 
Despite knowledge of foreign cultures, a great deal of conscientiousness is required to 
relate to the local population. In “the fog of war”, determining who is friend and who is 
foe can be a very strenuous task. 

Intergroup relations theories are relevant in this context. The classic study of boy 
camps (Sherif, et al, 1961) has been extended to demonstrate the powerful inf luence 
of ingroup or outgroup categorization on a great variety of behaviors (see Brown and 
Hewstone, 2005 a review). Peace mission operatives do not deal with just any sort of out-
group. The very essence of the mission is to relieve an often hostile, extraneous group 
that has experienced profound suffering. In these circumstances, infra-humanization 
of members of such groups (i.e. the population the soldiers are supposed to help) is a 
common tendency (Haslam, Bain, & Douge, 2005; Castano and Giner-Sorolla, 2006). 
Gaunt et al. (2005) have posited that infra-humanization constitutes a defence mecha-
nism to cope with chaos and uncertainty. Denying outgroup members’ uniquely human 
characteristics, and thereby their humanity, helps to reduce the impact of the strong 
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negative emotions that would result from empathic connection. Consistently, Cuddy, 
Rock, and Norton (2007) found that in the wake of Katrina, relief workers discriminated 
in their allocation of  ‘uniquely human’ emotions (e.g. anguish, mourning, remorse) on 
the basis of racial categorization, assigning greater humaneness to victims of one’s own 
racial category relative to others.

To the extent that hearts and minds operations are critical in the context of contem-
porary warfare, and that infrahumanisation plays an important role in the interaction 
between the soldiers and the local population, it is of interest to examine the intraper-
sonal dynamics that gives rise to increased negative perceptions of the local population. 
The present research sought to investigate the importance of perceived personal threat 
and idealistic motivation in perception of the local population during peace missions, 
the ISAF mission in Uruzgan, Afghanistan in particular.

Personal threat. Perceived threat to one’s existence may undermine positive relations 
between the soldiers and the local population. Several studies have shown that people 
who have casually considered their mortality (mortality salience; MS) exhibit enhanced 
favourability to like-minded others and increased negativity towards the dissimilar 
(Arndt, Greenberg, Pyszcynski, & Solomon, 1997b; Arndt, Cook & Routledge, 2004). 
This mortality salience effect is found in the context of patriotic identification, and 
generalizes to increased liking for a great variety of ingroups and disliking for a great 
variety of outgroups. To name but one example, Greenberg et al.’s (1990, Study 1) found 
that mortality salience engenders anti-Semitism among Christian subjects. In addition, 
Ochsman and Mathy (1994) found in two studies that German university students’ 
attitudes and behavioural response to foreign students were affected by thoughts of 
death. Mortality salience led subjects to report less favourable general attitudes towards 
foreigners, and in a second study to sit closer to a German student and further away 
from someone covered in a Burqa after mortality salience.

Previous research among soldiers demonstrates the inf luence of threat during mili-
tary missions on soldiers’ attitudes. Dechesne, Van den Berg & Soeters (2007) found 
that increased concerns with death during an ISAF peace mission in Afghanistan was 
associated with decreased willingness to collaborate with soldiers from other nations. 
To the extent that perceived personal threat increased intergroup differentiation, grea-
ter perceived threat while involved in a dangerous peace mission may account for less 
favourable perceptions of the local population. 

Idealistic motivation. At the same time, being engaged in a peace mission in 
Afghanistan, helping out the suffering, and eradicating the threat of terrorism, may 
very well provide a sense of meaning and purpose. This sense of meaning and purpose 
is of course contingent upon the relation with the locals. Idealistic motivation may indu-
ce what Clark and Mills (1993) have labeled a communal relationship whereby one gives 
benefits to others on the basis of the other’s need, rather than on the basis of previously 
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received benefits. Despite the inability of the locals to reciprocate, a sense of idealism, 
and framing of one’s motivation in terms of meaningful goals, and the accompanying 
construal of communal relationship between soldiers and the locals, may thus establish 
a positive relation connection with the locals. 

Idealistic motivation x threat. Further, terror management theory (Pyszcyznski, 
Greenberg, & Solomon, 2004), i.e. the theory that has inspired mortality salience 
research, suggests that emphasis on the symbolic, meaningful, idealistic components 
of the mission may not only directly inf luence intergroup evaluations, but may also 
moderate the effect of threat on intergroup attitudes. The theory suggests that engaging 
in particularly meaningful activities helps to maintain a sense of symbolic value that 
allows one to transcend the limits of physical existence and thereby to reduce concerns 
with death. Several studies have shown that a positive view of one’s self and one’s acti-
ons reduce defensiveness following a reminder of one’s mortality (Greenberg et al., 
1992; Greenberg et al., 1993; Harmon-Jones et al., 1997). To the extent that perceived 
meaningfulness of the mission enables to maintain psychological equanimity in the 
face of threat, greater idealistic motivation should also indirectly mitigate the effect of 
threat on deteriorated perception of the local population (see also, Niesta, Fritsche, and 
Jonas, 2007; see also Schok, Kleber, Elands and Weerts 2008). 

The Present research
Thus, the goal of the present research is to investigate the effect of participating in 

a mission on perception of the local population, and to examine the moderating role 
of experienced threat and of perceived meaningfulness of the mission. To this end, we 
administered a survey among Dutch soldiers who were deployed within the Task Force 
Uruzgan (TFU) to the Afghan province of Uruzgan in Fall 2006. This mission has been 
considered controversial and of high-risk. The main task of the soldiers was to assist the 
work of so-called Provincial Reconstructions Teams by providing safety for these teams, 
as well as for the local population. Violent confrontations with the opposing military 
forces, generally referred to as the Taliban, and bombings or suicide attacks with impro-
vised explosive devices, resulted in casualties. 

This study was performed as part of a study on morale of the soldiers in this missi-
on. The complete survey consisted of the Dutch Morale Questionnaire (DMQ)(Tibboel, 
van Tintelen, Swanenberg & Van der Ven, 2001; Boxmeer, Verwijs, Bruin & Duel, 2007) 
and a number of questions that were included specifically for the purpose of the present 
study. The survey was administered during preparation for deployment to Afghanistan 
in the Netherlands and administered again within the same unit during deployment 
to Afghanistan. We tested for differences in evaluation of the local populations before 
and during the mission of Afghanistan. Evaluation of the local population was expected 
to be less favourable during the mission than before the mission. Perceived threat was 
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expected to have a negative inf luence, and to partially account for the decreased favou-
rability ratings during the mission. Idealistic motivation was expected to directly inf lu-
ence perceptions of the local populations in a positive direction, and indirectly affect 
perception by mitigating the effects of threat on decreased favourability ratings.

Method

Participants.
675 Dutch Military personnel completed the survey during preparation for deploy-

ment to Afghanistan in the Netherlands, and 701 individuals within the same unit com-
pleted the questionnaires during deployment to Afghanistan. A total of 358 completed 
the survey both before and during the mission. The scores of these 358 participants were 
used for the analyses to be reported below.

Procedure.
Soldiers participating in the DMQ filled out the questionnaire either in the bar-

racks prior to deployment or at the compound during deployment. The question-
naire was administered by military psychologists of the Netherlands Services Centre of 
Behavioural Sciences.

Participants first read a general introduction stating that the questionnaire was 
about morale, leadership and perception of threat. Participants were encouraged to 
answer the questions using their first, gut response, and it was explained that all data 
would be treated anonymously. The questions in this study are measured on a 9-point 
Likert-scale, whereby 1 indicates completely inapplicable, and 9 indicates completely 
applicable. The key variables were measured by means of the following questionnaires:

1. Evaluation of the local population. This scale consists of five statements about the 
local population. Participants were asked to indicate their endorsement with the items: 
“I think that the local population is generally trustworthy”. In subsequent items, “trust-
worthy” was replaced by “peaceful”, “respectable”, “sympathetic”, and “of good will” 
(α=0.90). 

2. Perceived threat was measured during deployment by means of the statements: 
“During this mission there have been truly life-threatening situations”, “During this 
mission I have been exposed to real life-threatening situations”, and “During this mis-
sions other soldiers have been exposed to truly life-threatening situations” (α=0.87).  
In the statements before deployment, the questions pertained to expected rather than 
actual threat. For example, rather than referring to actual life-threatening situations, 
the statement before deployment read “During this mission I expect to be in truly life-
threatening situations”.

3. Idealistic motivation was captured by means of four items: “I take part in this mis-
sion, because I want to contribute to peace and security”, “I take part in this mission to 
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fight terrorism”, and “I take part in this mission in order to support the reconstruction 
of society in Afghanistan” (α=0.78). 

Upon completion of the questionnaires, participants were informed about the proce-
dure of data collection and plans for publishing, and were further informed about the 
background and goals of the study. 

Results

For all measures, we calculated composite scores by summing up the individual 
items. We tested the difference between pre-deployment and deployment situations in 
evaluation of the local population, and assessed the effects of perceived threat on chan-
ges in evaluation of the local population, and the role of idealist motivation in these 
effects. We did so by performing a 2(Time of Evaluation: pre vs. during employment) 
within-subjects Analysis of Covariance with Perceived Threat during the mission and 
Idealistic Motivation during the mission, and their interaction, as covariates. 

The differences between deployment conditions in evaluation of the local population 
turned out significant, F(1, 313)=25.161, p<.001. Participants indicated more negative 
evaluations during the mission (M=3.83, SD=1.55) than before the mission (M=4.31, 
SD=1.42).  The analysis further yielded highly significant Time of Evaluation x Threat, 
and Time of Evaluation x Idealistic Motivation interactions. The three way-interaction 
between time of Time of Evaluation, Threat, and Idealistic motivation, however, failed 
to reach significance, F(1,313)=.24, p<.63. Importantly, Threat was found to significantly 
co-vary with changes in perceptions of the local population, F(1,313) =14.24, p<.001. 
Consistent with the analysis put forth, this relation is negative. Greater Perceived Threat 
during the mission is associated with stronger shifts towards negative evaluations from 
pre-deployment to actual deployment (β=-.21). The effect of Idealistic Motivation on 
changes in perception of the local population was also significant, F(1,313)=35.23, p<.001. 
In this case, greater Idealistic Motivation is associated with more positive evaluations of 
the local population during the mission than before the mission (β=.33). Threat appears 
to undermine positive feelings towards the local population during deployment, and 
Idealistic Motivation buffers against negative perceptions of the local population during 
the deployment. The absence of an interaction of Threat and Idealistic Motivation indi-
cates that Idealistic Motivation does not buffer against the negative effects of threat on 
changes in evaluation of the local population during deployment.   
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Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine the role of threat and idealistic motivation 
in the increased negativity of evaluation of the local population during a peace mission. 
The study was conducted among soldiers who were deployed in a high risk mission in 
southern Afghanistan. The mission aimed to assist the reconstruction of the ravaged 
Afghani society. The study shows that during deployment, soldiers report a more nega-
tive view of the local population than before deployment. Perceived threat is found to 
affect this greater negativity towards the locals, with greater perceived threat during the 
mission leading to more negative evaluations of the locals. Soldiers’ idealistic motivation 
was positively related to favourable changes in perceptions of the locals while involved 
in the mission. 

We believe that the present research findings are of importance for several reasons. 
First, the results of this study contribute to the understanding of intergroup perception 
under threat. Consistent with previous studies on terror management theory, the pre-
sent findings show that life-threatening situations polarize interpersonal evaluations 
that are based on social categorization. We believe that the convergence of the presently 
obtained findings, using actual life-threatening situations that are primarily induced 
through insurgent terrorism, with the laboratory findings obtained in the context of 
terror management theory, validates and underscores the relevance of further experi-
mentally investigating the role of threat in social behaviour. We also think the role of 
idealistic motivation in perceptions of the local populations is of interest. The present 
research findings seem highly consistent with those of Cuddy, Rock, and Norton (2007) 
whom demonstrated that outgroup infrahumanization in the wake of Katrina was 
mitigated by the intention to volunteer for Hurricane relief efforts. Hence, Cuddy, et al. 
found exactly the same relation we observed in the present sample, i.e. a positive rela-
tion between intention to help and favourable evaluations of the outgroup population 
in need of help.  

The results shed light on the paradoxical process of military peace missions in which 
conquering ‘hearts and minds’ of the local population is a critically important part of 
the mission. The quality of the relationship with the local population depends on the 
soldiers’ attitude towards the population. All too often, and especially in Afghanistan, 
this positive attitude is jeopardized by terrorist attacks committed by groups whose 
members look similar, but are unrelated to the population the mission aims to help. 
As shown in this study, the attacks undermine the soldiers’ attitudes towards the local 
population and thereby undermine the chance of success of the mission. 

It is of interest to consider factors that may increase positive perceptions of the local 
population during deployment. In this regard, the positive effect of idealistic motiva-
tion on intergroup evaluation suggests that it is important to take social motivational 
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variables into account during selection of participants. Leadership may also emphasize 
the significance and idealistic aspects of the mission. Apart from motivation, it is also 
of interest to consider variables that pertain to the soldiers’ capability to interact with 
and positively perceive the local population. For example, the concept of intercultural 
intelligence (Earley, & Ang, 2003), i.e. the ability to successfully adapt to a new sociocul-
tural environment, not only incorporates motivational, but also cognitive and physical 
components. Further research may help to clarify whether cognitive and physical factors 
inf luence perception of local population during peace missions. 

Overall, “winning hearts and minds” may turn out to be an uphill battle when fou-
ght on a ground characterized by threat and diversity. Research may help to identify the 
factors that contribute to, or mitigate, intercultural misunderstandings. In doing so, the 
research may play a role to play in promoting peaceful and constructive efforts to relieve 
war-torn societies.  
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General discussion and conclusions

Coping with threat is inherent to the military profession ���������������������  (Kümmel, & Leonhard, 
2004). However, soldiers not only have to cope with threat on a professional level, but 
also on a personal level. The issue of threat was already addressed during the Second 
World War, for example when soldiers ‘fear of fear’ was described �����������������   (Boring & Van de 
Water, 1943; Dollard, 1944; Grinker & Spiegel, 1945). Exposure to the battlefield is likely 
to overwhelm soldiers with mortal dangers, and hence to create awareness of death 
(Noy, 1991; Solomon, Mikulincer, & Benbenishty,1989; Kolditz, 2006). This awareness, 
I argue in this dissertation, alters soldiers’ view on the mission, of themselves, and of 
others, and therefore, substantially affects the mission. 

Terror management theory (Solomon, Greenberg & Pyszczynski, 1991; Greenberg, 
Pyszczynski & Solomon, 1997; Pyszczynski, Greenberg & Solomon, 1999) inspired 
many of the ideas of in dissertation. The main premise of terror management theory 
is that once an individual is aware of his/her mortality, the individual will seek out 
firm establishment of one’s self-worth and faith in one’s worldview. Terror manage-
ment researchers initially investigated their predictions in experimental contexts. 
Participants in lab experiments were subtly made aware of their own mortality by 
asking to think about their own death, and were found to exhibit self-esteem enhanc-
ing and worldview bolstering behavior (Rosenblatt, Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszczynski, 
Lyon, 1989; Solomon, Greenberg, Pyszczynski, 2004). 

Later studies revealed that natural reminders of death resulted in findings as expect-
ed by terror management theory (Nelson, Moore, Olivetti, & Scott, 1997; Pyszczynski, 
Wicklund, Floresku, Gauch, Koch, Solomon & Greenberg, 1996). Real life events such 
as terrorist attacks also showed reactions among the general population that were 
similar to the terror management lab findings and that fit the assumptions of this theo-
retical framework (Pyszczynski, Solomon, Greenberg, 2002;��������������������������    Olivas-Luján, Harzing, & 
McCoy, 2004; Bligh, Kohles, & Meindl, 2004; Goodwin, Willson, & Gaines Jr, 2005; 
Echebarria-Echabe, & Fernández-Guede, 2006��)�.

Soldiers, and other high-risk professionals, are likely to be affected by threat, which 
in turn may affect mission outcomes. Hence, study of the inf luence of threat on sol-
diers’ mission related attitudes is highly relevant. Some effects of threat that are relevant 
in this context include stereotyping and preference for stereotypic objects, ingroup 
favoritism and prejudice, avoidance of insecurity, aggression towards others, and need 
for leadership (Niesta, Fritsche, Jonas, 2008). The studies in this dissertation focus on 
mission related attitudes that may have a direct impact on soldiers’ behavior during a 
mission. The impact of threat on soldiers’ attitude towards international and intercul-
tural collaboration, acceptance of the risk of dying during deployment, their motivation 
for the mission, and their willingness to fight, were subjected to systematic scrutiny. 
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Before discussing the overall conclusions of this thesis, I will present a short summary 
of each chapter. I will close with the implications of the findings for military leaders, 
policy makers and academics.

Self-perceptions of Soldiers under Threat: A field study of the influence of death threat 
on soldiers

In this study on self-perception of soldiers under threat, soldiers who were deployed 
to Iraq and similar soldiers who were at the time at the barracks in the Netherlands were 
compared with regard to mission related attitudes. The first objective of this study was 
to examine differences in the perception of threat of soldiers who were confronted with 
in vivo threat during deployment in a mission and soldiers in the barracks who did not 
face threat. Finding such differences would show that in vivo threat as experienced by 
soldiers during deployment may serve as mortality salience induction. Mission related 
attitudes were measured. This measurement included self-perceptions about perfor-
mance, mission related motivation, identification with members of the ingroup (Royal 
Netherlands Army) and willingness to collaboration internationally. We also focused on 
implicit and explicit attitudes towards death.

The findings show no effect of threat on soldiers’ fear of death or their acceptance 
of the risk of dying. However, in this study, the accessibility of death-related thoughts 
appears to be lower among soldiers in the threat condition. Moreover, soldiers’ mission 
related motivation decreases under threat. In further analyses, the previously reported 
positive relation between higher acceptance of the risk of dying and greater willingness 
for international collaboration was corroborated, but only for deployed soldiers. Higher 
acceptance of the risk of dying was also associated with elevated compliance with the 
mission and internal motivation for the mission among soldiers under threat as well as 
at the barracks. Finally, among deployed soldiers, higher acceptance of the risk of dying 
was associated with higher identification with the Royal Netherlands Army.

Some soldiers only reported minor real threat whereas others reported vast threat, as 
indicated by statements that their own life and that of their comrades have been at point 
of death. The most remarkable finding here was that more threat was associated with 
higher acceptance of the risk of dying, higher self-assessment of operational readiness, 
more compliance with the mission and more internal motivation for the mission at 
hand, and finally stronger identification with the Royal Netherlands Army compared to 
soldiers who had experienced low or medium threat. Additional analyses revealed that 
stronger identification with the Royal Netherlands Army was particularly associated 
with higher willingness for international collaboration.
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To sum up these complex findings, it seems fair to conclude that deployed sol-
diers are confronted with in vivo threat, which affects their mission related attitudes. 
Moreover, the extent of real threat matters. Overall, soldiers’ self-reported performance 
is higher under threat, while motivation for the mission seems to be jeopardized. 

Accepting Death in the military: a Turkish-Dutch comparison

In this study, the acceptance of the risk of dying among Turkish and Netherlands 
military cadets and mid-career officers and the impact of possible differences on sol-
diers’ willingness for international collaboration was examined in 2004. Although both 
nations are members of the military alliance of NATO, clear differences in culture and 
security situation between the nations are apparent. Turkey has a strong military tradi-
tion. Despite the actual risk of dying due to national security issues, Turkish men, in 
general, consider it an honor to serve in the military. The Netherlands military tradition, 
whilst existing, is at least overtly less focused on honor. Also, Dutch society often has an 
uncomfortable relation with the military and the use of violence as such (Soeters, 2000; 
Van der Meulen & Soeters, 2005).

The Turkish officers in this study report significantly lower fear of death and greater 
acceptance of the risk of dying as well as higher willingness for international collabo-
ration than their Dutch counterparts. Analyses of the inf luence of these factors on the 
willingness to collaborate internationally revealed that higher acceptance of the risk of 
dying was both for Turkish and for Dutch officers positively related to higher willing-
ness for international collaboration. In the total sample, fear of death appeared to have 
a converse relation with international collaboration. Higher fear of death was related to 
lower willingness for international collaboration.

International Collaboration under Threat: A fieldstudy in Kabul

The third study was conducted in 2003 among military staff, while part of the 
headquarters’ staff was deployed to lead an international peacekeeping mission in 
Afghanistan, and another part of the staff personnel remained at the permanent 
headquarters’ location in one of the home nations. Staff personnel who were not deploy-
ed were not confronted with threat. Staff members who were at the time of the study in 
Kabul were confronted with enhanced general threat. For instance, a suicide attack took 
place a couple of weeks before the data collection of this study.

The hypothesis was tested that perceived death threat among Netherlands military 
staff of the headquarters in Kabul would undermine their willingness to collaborate 
with soldiers from other nations. Dutch soldiers in Kabul showed greater fear of death 
than soldiers who were not deployed. Critically, among the deployed soldiers, greater 
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fear of death was associated with lower willingness for international collaboration. 
Besides, lower acceptance of the risk of dying was also associated with lower willingness 
for international collaboration while, inversely, higher acceptance of the risk of dying 
was associated with more willingness for international collaboration.

These findings are supportive of the hypothesis that threat undermines interna-
tional collaboration. The findings also accentuate the importance of research on the 
inf luence of threat on soldiers’ social perceptions during the mission. 

The Uphill “Hearts and Minds” Battle: The Role of Perceived Threat and Idealistic 
Motivation in Perception of a Local Population during a Peace Mission

In previous chapters we have already examined the role of threat on soldiers willing-
ness to collaborate with soldiers of other nations. Soldiers are also confronted with the 
local population. It is widely acknowledged that winning the hearts and minds of the 
local population is crucial for mission success. In this chapter the inf luence of threat on 
evaluation of the local population is examined. 

Theories on intergroup dynamics including terror management theory posit that 
threat has a negative effect on soldiers’ evaluation of the local population. The study 
was conducted among soldiers who were deployed in a high risk mission in Uruzgan, 
Southern Afghanistan. The mission aimed to assist the reconstruction of the ravaged 
Afghani society. The study shows that during deployment, soldiers report a more nega-
tive view of the local population than before deployment. Perceived threat is found to 
affect this greater negativity towards the locals, with greater perceived threat during the 
mission leading to more negative evaluations of the locals. Soldiers’ idealistic motivation 
was positively related to favourable changes in perceptions of the locals while involved 
in the mission. 

These findings are of importance for several reasons. First, the results of this study 
contribute to the understanding of intergroup perception under threat. Consistent 
with previous studies on terror management theory, the present findings show that 
life-threatening situations polarize interpersonal evaluations that are based on social 
categorization. The convergence of the presently obtained findings, using actual life-
threatening situations that are primarily induced through insurgent terrorism, with the 
laboratory findings obtained in the context of terror management theory, validates and 
underscores the relevance of further experimentally investigating the role of threat in 
military behaviour.



97

General Implications of threat for soldiers

Understanding the psychology of soldiers who are deployed under life-threatening 
circumstances is vital. It pertains to willingness to fight and keep going during com-
bat. But, soldiers are not deployed in a black and white world with clear and simple 
notions of how to behave, who to collaborate with, and where to fight and risk one’s life 
for. Moreover, mission success is defined as well by the soldiers’ ability to perform in 
international coalitions, as by wining the ‘hearts and minds’ of the local population and 
winning peace rather than (just) the war. Soldiers have to do so in harsh, demanding 
and hazardous conditions.  

The notion that soldiers during peacekeeping missions have to support peace proces-
ses and assist communities in post-war circumstances with a range of tasks other than 
fighting led the former secretary general of the United Nations Dag Hammarskjöld to 
state about peacekeeping: ‘It is no job for a soldier, but only a soldier can do it’. This 
notion that soldiers’ typical skills are not enough to be a soldier was also ref lected by 
John F. Kennedy in 1961: ‘You must know something about strategy and tactics and 
logic-logistics, but also economics and politics and diplomacy and history. You must 
know everything you can know about military power, and you must also understand the 
limits of military power. You must understand that few of the important problems of 
our time have, in the final analysis, been finally solved by military power alone.’ 

Such statements are still very present in peacekeeping operations up to this day. 
Soldiers find themselves confronted with tasks that differ from typical combat related 
tasks (Arbuckle, 2007; Chiarelli, & Michaelis, 2005; The Independent, 2003; Van den 
Aker, 2000). Soldiers’ understanding of themselves, of close others, and of the world, 
is of importance for their actual performance. Seeing soldiers as instruments whose 
personhood does not affect their performance would be short-sighted. Soldiers’ sense of 
significance of war and peacekeeping experiences, especially those relating to combat or 
threat experiences, is related to better psychological adjustment (Schok, Kleber, Elands, 
& Weerts, 2008). If not just for soldiers’ tangible performance, their mental health is 
also served by setting the right expectations of soldiers’ tasks and performance during 
deployment. Soldiers’ cultural worldview and the attitudes that are part of it have to be 
well managed. 

This is especially true given the role of cultural worldviews in dealing with one’s 
mortality. In vivo threat, just as other natural reminders of threat, may enhance such 
awareness. The areas soldiers are deployed in are full of such reminders, and under-
standing soldiers’ going about with such reminders is crucial. Seeing soldiers as profes-
sionals who are trained to perform in in Extremis circumstances, it may be too simple to 
expect soldiers to react just like participants in laboratory studies. Nonetheless, although 
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the question can be raised whether soldiers, given their training and preparedness, are 
sensitive to threat, this study is full of indications that they are. 

Implications of threat for soldiers in current peacekeeping mission

Military missions in which soldiers are deployed oversees, in countries such as Iraq, 
Afghanistan or Sudan or anywhere else around the globe, will likely remain opportune 
for years to come. The political significance of these operations is often emphasized. 
Contemporary missions require military professionalism pertaining to combat, but 
also to humanitarian relief, and collaboration with other coalition partners. Soldiers 
are expected to be able to collaborate effectively with soldiers of other nations, be fierce 
fighters if necessary, and perform morally competent in order make sure the ethical 
standards of their society of the local populations are upheld and not violated. Winning 
‘hearts and minds’ seems to be essential for acceptance of the mission and achieve-
ments of the overall mission goals in the long haul. 

With such high political expectations, it is important that these expectations remain 
in line with soldiers’ own views concerning their performance as a soldier. Concepts 
like the warrior ethos of the US military, or the soldiering model of the UK forces pro-
vide an idealized image in this context. In the current study, it was shown that soldiers’ 
implicit and explicit beliefs about their performance, the values they adhere to, and the 
missions they are deployed in, do inf luence each other. This inf luence is more explicit 
once confronted with death threat. 

Soldiers are trained to perform in In Extremis settings. Soldiers do not express high 
fear of death, whether or not deployed. Time after time, evidence was found that soldiers 
under threat are not pre-occupied with death as such, but more with their own reactions 
once under threat (���������������������������������������������������������������������           Boring & Van de Water, 1943; Dollard, 1944; Grinker & Spiegel, 1945, 
Shalit, 1988). Turkish soldiers in our study reported in chapter 3 clearly expressed high 
acceptance of the risk of dying. 

However, acceptance of the risk of dying is found to be associated with the willing-
ness for international collaboration (Chapter 2, 3 and 4), mission-related motivation, 
and identification (chapter 2), and evaluation of the local population (chapter 5). Further 
study of factors that inf luence soldiers’ acceptance of the risk of dying may be useful 
to learn about the risks soldiers are willing to accept in real-life threat situations and, 
hence, about what inf luences soldiers’ dealing with death. In contrast to stimulating 
soldiers’ acceptance of the risk of dying, failing to meet prerequisites for this acceptance 
may have adverse effects on soldiers’ mission related attitudes. Lower acceptance of the 
risk of dying is associated with lower willingness for international collaboration, lower 
mission-related motivation, and deterioration of soldiers’ view of the local population. 
Soldiers’ mission-related motivation is shown to be lower among deployed soldiers 



99

than among non-deployed soldiers (chapter 2). Soldiers who have perceived high threat 
in Iraq indicate to be more motivated than soldiers who have experienced less threat 
(chapter 2). 

Implications for military leaders

Threat during peacekeeping missions evokes awareness of mortality, and this 
affects soldiers’ mission related attitudes. Threat has direct and sometimes more indi-
rect effects on soldiers’ behaviors. Soldiers’ attachment to their own group is clearly 
enhanced by threat and leads to greater willingness to fight, which can be perceived as 
positive. Willingness to fight protects the group and supports soldiers’ operational rea-
diness where combat is necessary to meet mission goals. The downside of this enhanced 
willingness to fight may be ref lected in soldiers’ greediness to fight or preference for 
combat when other means are more effective to meet the missions’ goals. 

Although soldiers unmistakably have to be ready to use violence when necessary, 
fighting is not the goal. Soldiers, however, may feel themselves provoked to react with 
violence in reaction to threat, or may feel that their professional honor is at stake. If such 
reactions are caused by automatic response of worldview defense in reaction to threat, 
than the question can be asked whether these reactions are appropriate given the mis-
sion’s goals. If not, it is for military leaders and policy-makers, to define, explain, install 
and support military values that fit the mission. 

Second, military power as necessity to support stability and peace in the world, 
depends on alliances and coalitions and, therefore, on international collaboration of 
soldiers in the field. However, the values that support soldiers to form cohesive groups, 
and that help to sustain and perform in the face of the threats of a military mission, may 
be at odds with soldiers’ willingness to collaborate internationally. For this reason, the 
rationale for deployment has to be sound, well explained, and be acceptable for soldiers. 
Personal motivational forces may not directly affect soldiers’ willingness to fight, but 
may have detrimental effects on collaborations with soldiers of other coalition forces. 
Alongside the dangers for effective performance, this may harm the trust on which 
international relations is built. 

Thirdly, threat may enhance a negative attitude towards the population. The 
local population is seen at the key for long-lasting solutions in the peace processes. 
Developing constructive relations with the population depends on mutual understan-
ding and building trust. As threat is associated with a more negative view of the local 
population, it is important to know whether such deterioration of the relationship with 
the local population is acceptable. Separating actors of violence from the general popu-
lation may support peace initiatives over general distrust and retreat of soldiers to highly 
protected compounds and patrols with more focus on force protection than the mission 
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goals. In addition, focus on the real mission goals and soldiers’ motivation to act upon 
those goals is a responsibility of the leaders and policy makes in the peace processes of 
a mission. 

Fourthly, soldiers’ mission-related motivations are both a responsibility of pro-
fessional soldiers as of military leaders and policy makers. Providing the accurate 
information about the mission and the nature of it may help soldiers to form the right 
mindset. Moreover, soldiers derive personal meaning from their motivation and their 
experiences. This meaning may prove to be very important in accepting the risks during 
deployment, but also to sustain mental health and quality of life after deployment. 
Policy makers, first of all, have to take responsibility for the mission and all the men 
and women involved and have to explain the mission objectives to the general public. 
Military leaders, then, who are appointed to shape the conditions of success of a mis-
sion and are responsible for the soldiers they are in charge of should be the first to 
motivate the mission and reinforce the professional values of soldiers and the society 
they represent.

Finally, confrontation with threat has an impact on soldiers. Soldiers are humans, 
likely to react to threat in order to protect themselves and sustain their psychological 
equanimity. Real threat affects soldiers’ mission related attitudes, despite the common 
expectation that death threat belongs to the picture of the military and training to per-
form in in Extremis circumstances. Mission related attitudes and behavior under threat 
has to be topic of study. Apart from studies of the effects of death threat on stress and 
mental health hazards, the effects on mission outcomes are also critically important. 

Research helps to define appropriate measures of threat as well as soldiers’ reaction 
to threat. Ideally such research should be conducted, despite all hardship and metho-
dological complexity, as close as possible to soldiers in in Extremis circumstances. The 
methods in use and the specific circumstances of the mission will define in the end 
under which conditions research is possible. For commitment of soldiers, military lea-
ders and policy-makers alike, good communication and feedback of research outcomes 
in an understandable way is also of vital importance. Military science is science like all 
other science, but needs to show its practical message for soldiers, to keep their com-
mitment to participate in studies, i.e. filling out surveys, while facing the hardship of 
deployment.
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Summary

Coping with threat is inherent to the military profession����������������������������    . Soldiers who are deployed 
in high-risk missions like war or comparative conditions such as missions in Iraq, 
Afghanistan or other areas have to cope with this threat both professionally as on a 
personal level. In this dissertation, the inf luence of the awareness of the risks of the 
mission on the vision and attitude of soldiers towards mission-related aspects are topic 
of study.

Terror management theory inspired many of the ideas of in dissertation. The main 
premise of terror management theory is that once an individual is aware of his/her 
mortality, the individual will seek out firm establishment of one’s self-worth and faith in 
one’s worldview. Terror management researchers initially investigated their predictions 
in experimental contexts. Participants in lab experiments were subtly made aware of 
their own mortality by asking to think about their own death, and were found to exhibit 
self-esteem enhancing and worldview bolstering behavior. Later studies revealed that 
natural reminders of death resulted in findings as expected by terror management the-
ory. Real life events such as terrorist attacks also showed reactions among the general 
population that were similar to the terror management lab findings and that fit the 
assumptions of this theoretical framework.

Soldiers, and other high-risk professionals, are likely to be affected by threat, which 
in turn may affect mission outcomes. Hence, study of the inf luence of threat on sol-
diers’ mission related attitudes is highly relevant. Some effects of threat that are relevant 
in this context include stereotyping and preference for stereotypic objects, ingroup favo-
ritism and prejudice, avoidance of insecurity, aggression towards others, and need for 
leadership. The studies in this dissertation focus on mission related attitudes that may 
have a direct impact on soldiers’ behavior during a mission. The impact of threat on 
soldiers’ attitude towards international and intercultural collaboration, acceptance of the 
risk of dying during deployment, their motivation for the mission, and their willingness 
to fight were subjected to systematic scrutiny. Before discussing the overall conclusions 
of this thesis, I will present a short summary of each chapter. I will close with the impli-
cations of the findings for military leaders, policy makers and academics. 

Self-perceptions of Soldiers under Threat: A field study of the inf luence of death 
threat on soldiers

	 In chapter 2 on self-perception of soldiers under threat, soldiers who were deployed 
to Iraq and similar soldiers who were at the time at the barracks in the Netherlands were 
compared with regard to mission related attitudes. The first objective of this study was 
to examine differences in the perception of threat of soldiers who were confronted with 
in vivo threat during deployment in a mission and soldiers in the barracks who did not 
face threat. Finding such differences would show that in vivo threat as experienced by 
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soldiers during deployment may serve as mortality salience induction. Mission related 
attitudes were measured. This measurement included self-perceptions about perfor-
mance, mission related motivation, identification with members of the ingroup (Royal 
Netherlands Army) and willingness to collaboration internationally. We also focused on 
implicit and explicit attitudes towards death.

The findings show no effect of threat on soldiers’ fear of death or their acceptance 
of the risk of dying. However, in this study, the accessibility of death-related thoughts 
appears to be lower among soldiers in the threat condition. Moreover, soldiers’ mission 
related motivation decreases under threat. In further analyses, the previously reported 
positive relation between higher acceptance of the risk of dying and greater willingness 
for international collaboration was corroborated, but only for deployed soldiers. Higher 
acceptance of the risk of dying was also associated with elevated compliance with the 
mission and internal motivation for the mission among soldiers under threat as well as 
at the barracks. Finally, among deployed soldiers, higher acceptance of the risk of dying 
was associated with higher identification with the Royal Netherlands Army.

Some soldiers only reported minor real threat whereas others reported vast threat, as 
indicated by statements that their own life, and that of their comrades have been at point 
of death. The most remarkable finding here was that more threat was associated with 
1) higher acceptance of the risk of dying, 2) higher self-assessment of operational readi-
ness, 3) more compliance with the mission and more internal motivation for the mission 
at hand, and 5) stronger identification with the Royal Netherlands Army compared to 
soldiers who had experienced low or medium threat. Additional analyses revealed that 
stronger identification with the Royal Netherlands Army was particularly associated 
with higher willingness for international collaboration.

To sum up these complex findings, it seems fair to conclude that deployed sol-
diers are confronted with in vivo threat, which affects their mission related attitudes. 
Moreover, the extent of real threat matters. Overall, soldiers’ self-reported performance 
is higher under threat, while motivation for the mission seems to be jeopardized. 

Accepting Death in the military: a Turkish-Dutch comparison
In chapter 3, the acceptance of the risk of dying among Turkish and Netherlands 

military cadets and mid-career officers and the impact of possible differences on sol-
diers’ willingness for international collaboration was examined in 2004. Although both 
nations are members of the military alliance of NATO, clear differences in culture and 
security situation between the nations are apparent. Turkey has a strong military tradi-
tion. Despite the actual risk of dying due to national security issues, Turkish men, in 
general, consider it an honor to serve in the military. The Netherlands military tradition, 
whilst existing, is at least overtly less focused on honor. Also, Dutch society often has an 
uncomfortable relation with the military and the use of violence as such.
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The Turkish officers in this study report significantly lower fear of death and greater 
acceptance of the risk of dying as well as higher willingness for international collabo-
ration than their Dutch counterparts. Analyses of the inf luence of these factors on the 
willingness to collaborate internationally revealed that higher acceptance of the risk of 
dying was both for Turkish and for Dutch officers positively related to higher willing-
ness for international collaboration. In the total sample, fear of death appeared to have 
a converse relation with international collaboration. Higher fear of death was related to 
lower willingness for international collaboration.

International Collaboration under Threat: A fieldstudy in Kabul
The study in chapter 4 was conducted in 2003 among military staff, while part of 

the headquarters’ staff was deployed to lead an international peacekeeping mission 
in Afghanistan, and another part of the staff personnel remained at the permanent 
headquarters’ location in one of the home nations. Staff personnel who were not deploy-
ed were not confronted with threat. Staff members who were at the time of the study in 
Kabul were confronted with enhanced general threat. For instance, a suicide attack took 
place a couple of weeks before the data collection of this study took place.

The hypothesis was tested that perceived death threat among Netherlands military 
staff of the headquarters in Kabul would undermine their willingness to collaborate 
with soldiers from other nations. Dutch soldiers in Kabul showed greater fear of death 
than soldiers who were not deployed whereas, but also reported higher acceptance of the 
risk of dying. Critically, among the deployed soldiers, greater fear of death was associa-
ted with lower willingness for international collaboration. Besides, lower acceptance of 
the risk of dying was also associated with lower willingness for international collabora-
tion while, inversely, higher acceptance of the risk of dying was associated with more 
willingness for international collaboration.

These findings are supportive of the hypothesis that threat undermines interna-
tional collaboration. The findings also accentuate the importance of research on the 
inf luence of threat on soldiers’ social perceptions during the mission. 

The Uphill “Hearts and Minds” Battle: The Role of Perceived Threat and Idealistic 
Motivation in Perception of a Local Population during a Peace Mission

In previous chapters we have already examined the role of threat on soldiers’ wil-
lingness to collaborate with soldiers of other nations. Soldiers are also confronted with 
the local population. It is widely acknowledged that winning the hearts and minds of 
the local population is crucial for mission success. In chapter 5 the inf luence of threat 
on evaluation of the local population is examined. 

Theories on intergroup dynamics including terror management theory posit that 
threat has a negative effect on soldiers’ evaluation of the local population. The study 
was conducted among soldiers who were deployed in a high risk mission in Uruzgan, 
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Southern Afghanistan. The mission aimed to assist the reconstruction of the ravaged 
Afghani society. The study shows that during deployment, soldiers report a more nega-
tive view of the local population than before deployment. Perceived threat is found to 
affect this greater negativity towards the locals, with greater perceived threat during the 
mission leading to more negative evaluations of the locals. Soldiers’ idealistic motivation 
was positively related to favourable changes in perceptions of the locals while involved 
in the mission. 

General conclusions
The present research findings are of importance for several reasons. First, the results 

of this study contribute to the understanding of intergroup perception under threat. 
Consistent with previous studies on terror management theory, the present findings 
show that life-threatening situations polarize interpersonal evaluations that are based on 
social categorization. This study, however, performed in the specific context of soldiers 
during deployment in peacekeeping missions. While the military command is always 
subordinate to the political objectives, soldiers have to translate these for themselves 
while being subject to life-threatening circumstances. It is expected that do so in their 
professional role. The psychological effects of threat, however, show that soldiers under 
those circumstances are inf luenced by their military worldview. This underlines the 
importance of a proper “mindset”. Soldiers under greater threat, however, seem to iden-
tify more strongly with typical military values such as military combat readiness, while 
in current missions it is required that they contribute to peace through a building rela-
tionships with the local population, and to contribute to rebuilding the war zone where 
they are deployed while possibly working with soldiers who may have a different military 
ethos. This study is therefore important for both military as politicians and policymakers 
who are responsible for the deployment of military personnel. Their objectives should 
be translated realistically to soldiers’ morale that serves to support soldiers who have to 
act to sometimes divergent objectives. Military leaders, now, have the responsibility to 
the soldiers under their command to support them professionally so that the results of 
military operations under life-threatening circumstances fit in the society they serve.   
The convergence of the presently obtained findings, using actual life-threatening situa-
tions that are primarily induced through insurgent terrorism, with the laboratory find-
ings obtained in the context of terror management theory, validates and underscores 
the relevance of further experimentally investigating the role of threat in military 
behaviour. However, studies in the military context must also contribute to practical 
relevance so that soldiers, even under difficult circumstances, keep their commitment 
to contribute to research in their specific context.
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Samenvatting 

Inzet onder levensbedreigende omstandigheden is inherent aan het militaire beroep. 
Militairen die worden ingezet in risicovolle missies in oorlogs- of daarmee vergelijkende 
omstandigheden zoals missies in Irak, Afghanistan of andere gebieden moeten daar 
zowel professioneel als als persoon mee omgaan. In deze dissertatie wordt de invloed 
van de bewustwording van de risico’s van de missie op de visie en houding van militai-
ren ten aanzien van missiegerelateerde aspecten onderzocht. 

Terror management theory inspireerde veel van de ideeën in deze dissertatie. Het 
belangrijkste uitgangspunt van terror management theory is dat bewustzijn van de 
eigen sterfelijkheid als gevolg van opgeroepen gedachten aan de dood, de aanhankelijk-
heid aan het eigen wereldbeeld en positieve zelfwaardering zal bevorderen. Veel van 
de onderzoeken die tot deze inzichten hebben geleid zijn in laboratorium studies met 
doelbewuste manipulaties over sterfelijkheid tot stand gekomen. Recente terreuraansla-
gen zoals de aanslag op het World Trade Centre op 9/11 of de aanslag op de spoorwegen 
in Madrid 11/3 hebben geleid tot reacties onder de publieke opinie die lijken op door de 
terror management theorie voorspelde en verklaarde uitkomsten. 

Militairen en andere high-risk professionals, zullen waarschijnlijk ook beïnvloed 
worden door in vivo levensbedreigende omstandigheden, die op hun beurt van invloed 
kunnen zijn op hun houding en gedrag tijdens missies en daarmee op de missie resul-
taten. Sommige effecten van dreiging die in dit verband van belang zijn, zijn onder 
meer stereotypering en voorkeur voor stereotype voorwerpen, in-group favoritisme en 
vooroordelen, het voorkomen van onzekerheid, agressie ten opzichte van anderen, en 
behoefte aan leiderschap. 

De studies in dit proefschrift concentreren zich op de missiegerelateerde attitudes 
die een rechtstreekse invloed hebben op het gedrag van militairen tijdens een missie. 
De invloed van levensbedreigende omstandigheden op de houding van militairen ten 
opzichte van internationale en interculturele samenwerking, de aanvaarding van het 
risico op sterven tijdens de inzet, hun motivatie voor de missie, en hun bereidheid om te 
vechten zijn onderzocht. In deze dissertatie worden vier onderzoeken gerapporteerd. 

Self-perceptions of Soldiers under Threat: A field study of the inf luence of death threat on 
soldiers

In hoofdstuk 2 worden percepties van militairen onder dreiging in Irak vergeleken 
met die van militairen op een kazerne in Nederland. Het eerste doel van deze studie 
was te onderzoeken of er verschillen zijn in de percepties ten aanzien van de missie 
tussen deze twee groepen. Dergelijke verschillen zouden de verwachting ondersteunen 
dat militairen door in vivo dreiging tijdens een uitzending worden beïnvloed. Diverse 
missiegerelateerde attitudes zoals zelfpercepties over prestaties, missiegerelateerde 
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motivatie, de identificatie met de leden van de in-group en de bereidheid tot samenwerking 
op internationaal vlak, en impliciete en expliciete houdingen ten opzichte van de dood zijn 
in deze studie vergeleken. 

Uit de bevindingen blijken geen verschillen van dreiging op angst voor de dood of 
aanvaarding van het risico te kunnen sterven tijdens de missie. De toegankelijkheid 
van doodgerelateerde gedachten blijkt echter lager te liggen bij de militairen die onder 
daadwerkelijke dreiging verkeren. Ook wordt een lagere missiegerelateerde motivatie 
gerapporteerd onder dreiging. Bij de verdere analyse werd een positieve relatie tussen 
hogere aanvaarding van het risico van de dood en grotere bereidheid tot internationale 
samenwerking gevonden onder militairen die op uitzending zijn. Hogere acceptatie van 
het risico van de dood werd ook geassocieerd met een grotere instemming met de missie 
en interne motivatie voor de missie. Ten slotte werd een hogere aanvaarding van het risico 
van de dood geassocieerd met een hogere identificatie met de Koninklijke Landmacht 
onder uitgezonden militairen. 

Onder uitgezonden soldaten in deze studie verschilde de mate van ervaren dreiging 
van laag tot hoog. De meest opmerkelijke bevindingen van analyse van deze verschil-
len waren dat meer dreiging werd geassocieerd met 1) een grotere aanvaarding van het 
risico van de dood en 2) een hogere zelfevaluatie van de operationele gereedheid, 3) meer 
instemming met de missie en grotere interne motivatie voor de missie en 4) een sterkere 
identificatie met het Koninklijke Landmacht. Verder is gebleken dat een sterkere identi-
ficatie met de Koninklijke Landmacht wordt geassocieerd met een hogere bereidheid tot 
internationale samenwerking. 

Op basis van deze bevindingen lijkt het reëel om te veronderstellen dat militairen 
tijdens uitzending worden geconfronteerd met in-vivo dreiging en dat deze dreiging van 
invloed is op hun missiegerelateerde attitudes. Bovendien is de mate van reële dreiging 
van belang. 

Accepting Death in the military: a Turkish-Dutch comparison
In hoofdstuk 3 wordt de aanvaarding van het risico van de dood en de invloed hiervan 

op de bereidheid tot internationale samenwerking onder aspirant en ervaren officieren in 
Turkije en Nederland vergeleken. Hoewel beide landen zijn lid van de militaire alliantie 
van de NAVO, zijn er duidelijke verschillen in de cultuur en de veiligheidssituatie in deze 
2 landen. Turkije heeft een sterke militaire traditie waarbij ondanks het reële risico van 
sterven als gevolg van interne veiligheidsproblemen de bereidheid onder Turkse mannen 
om dienst te doen in het leger hoog is. In de Nederlandse militaire traditie is deze bereid-
heid op zijn minst minder expliciet. 

De Turkse officieren in deze studie tonen dan ook een aanzienlijk lagere angst voor de 
dood en een grotere aanvaarding van het risico van de dood evenals hogere bereidheid tot 
internationale samenwerking dan hun Nederlandse tegenhangers. Analyse van de invloed 
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van deze factoren op de bereidheid om samen te werken op internationaal niveau laat zien 
dat hogere aanvaarding van het risico van de dood onder zowel Turkse als Nederlandse 
militairen positief gerelateerd is aan hogere bereidheid tot internationale samenwerking. 
In de totale steekproef bleek verder dat angst voor de dood een negatieve invloed heeft op 
de bereidheid tot internationale samenwerking. 

International Collaboration under Threat: A fieldstudy in Kabul
In hoofdstuk 4 is de bereidheid tot international samenwerking expliciet onderzocht 

tijdens uitzending van militairen naar Kabul en vergeleken met militairen van dezelfde 
eenheid die op het hoofdkwartier in Münster werkten. De militairen die tijdens de studie 
uitgezonden waren naar Kabul werden geconfronteerd met dreiging terwijl dit voor de 
andere groep in Münster niet het geval was. Een voorbeeld van dreiging was een zelf-
moordaanslag die een paar weken voor het verzamelen van de gegevens van deze studie 
heeft plaatsgevonden. 

De hypothese werd getest dat gepercipieerde doodsdreiging onder Nederlandse mili-
tairen van de staf van het hoofdkwartier in Kabul zou leiden tot ondermijning van hun 
bereidheid om samen te werken met militairen uit andere landen. Nederlandse militairen 
in Kabul rapporteerden een grotere angst voor de dood dan militairen die op dat moment 
niet uitgezonden waren. Bovendien rapporteerden zij hogere aanvaarding van het risico 
van de dood. Onder de militairen in de dreigingcontext in Kabul werd een grotere angst 
voor de dood geassocieerd met een lagere bereidheid tot internationale samenwerking. 
Verder werd een lagere acceptatie van het risico van de dood ook geassocieerd met een 
lagere bereidheid tot internationale samenwerking, terwijl omgekeerd, hogere aanvaar-
ding van het risico van de dood werd geassocieerd met een grotere bereidheid tot interna-
tionale samenwerking. 

Deze bevindingen ondersteunen de hypothese dat dreiging de bereidheid tot interna-
tionale samenwerking ondermijnt. Deze bevindingen benadrukken ook het belang van 
onderzoek naar de invloed van de bedreiging op de maatschappelijke opvattingen van 
soldaten tijdens de missie. 

The Uphill “Hearts and Minds” Battle: The Role of Perceived Threat and Idealistic 
Motivation in Perception of a Local Population during a Peace Mission

In hoofdstuk 5 wordt de invloed van de dreiging tijdens een missie op de perceptie 
van plaatselijke bevolking onderzocht. Militairen worden in huidige missies nadrukkelijk 
geconfronteerd met de plaatselijke bevolking. Het winnen van de ‘hearts and minds’ van 
de lokale bevolking wordt als cruciaal voor succes van de missie gezien. 

Theorieën over de verhoudingen tussen groepen en terror management theory stellen 
dat dreiging een negatief effect heeft op het beeld dat militairen van de lokale bevolking 
hebben. Deze studie werd uitgevoerd onder militairen die daadwerkelijk zijn ingezet in 
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een hoog risicomissie in Afghanistan, die is gericht op de wederopbouw van de Afghaanse 
samenleving. 

De studie laat zien dat de militairen tijdens de uitzending een negatievere houding 
ten aanzien van de lokale bevolking hebben dan voor de uitzending. De ervaren drei-
ging vertoont een sterke negatieve invloed op de beeldvorming van de lokale bevolking. 
Grotere dreiging tijdens de missie leidt tot meer negatieve evaluaties van de ‘locals’. 
Missiegerelateerde motivatie is daarentegen positief gerelateerd aan de beeldvorming van 
de lokale bevolking tijdens de missie. 

Algemene conclusies
Deze onderzoeksresultaten zijn om verschillende redenen van belang. Allereerst tonen 

de resultaten aan dat in vivo dreiging van levensbedreigende omstandigheden missiegere-
lateerde percepties van militairen beïnvloeden. In overeenstemming met eerdere studies 
naar terror management theory blijkt uit de huidige bevindingen dat levensbedreigende 
situaties op sociale categorisatie gebaseerde interpersoonlijke evaluaties polariseren. Deze 
studie is echter verricht in de specifieke context van militairen tijdens inzet in vredesmis-
sies. De militaire opdracht is daar altijd ondergeschikt aan de politieke doelstellingen en 
militairen dienen daar ook onder levensbedreigende omstandigheden invulling aan te 
geven. Van militairen wordt dan ook verwacht dat zij zich in hun professionele rol aan deze 
opdracht houden. De psychologische effecten van dreiging tonen echter aan dat militairen 
onder die omstandigheden door hun militaire wereldbeeld beïnvloed worden. Dit onder-
streept het belang van een juiste ‘mindset’ om ongewenste polarisatie te voorkomen. 

In dit onderzoek lijken militairen zich onder dreiging sterker te identificeren met 
typische militaire waarden als de militaire gevechtsgereedheid, terwijl in huidige missies 
ook verlangd wordt dat ze bijdragen aan vrede door een relatie met de lokale bevolking op 
te bouwen, bij te dragen aan wederopbouw het crisisgebied waar ze zijn ingezet en daarbij 
samen te werken met militairen die wellicht een andere militaire ethos hebben. Deze 
studie is daarom van belang voor zowel militairen als politici en beleidsmakers die verant-
woordelijk zijn voor de inzet van militairen. Hun doelstellingen dienen realistisch vertaald 
te worden naar de militaire moraal die militairen moet ondersteunen om soms uiteenlo-
pende doelstellingen na te streven. Militaire leiders hebben daarin de verantwoording om 
militairen onder hun bevel professioneel te ondersteunen zodat de resultaten van inzet 
onder levensbedreigende omstandigheden passen bij de maatschappij die zij dienen. 

De samenhang van de thans verkregen resultaten tijdens uitzending in crisisgebieden 
in samenhang met resultaten van laboratoriumonderzoek naar terror management theory, 
valideert en onderstreept de relevantie van verder experimenteel onderzoek naar de rol van 
de dreiging op gedrag van militairen. Onderzoek onder militairen dient daarbij ook bij te 
dragen aan praktische relevantie zodat militairen ook onder moeilijke omstandigheden 
gemotiveerd blijven om bij te dragen aan onderzoek in hun specifieke context. 
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