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Abstract

Community-engaged research must reflect the uniqueness of the specific community involved.
To help researchers produce quality community-engaged research with the veteran community, the
authors of this paper (a coalition of both veterans and academic researchers) have highlighted essential
considerations when engaging the veteran community in the research enterprise. Research with veterans
requires unique sensitivity based on the impacts of their military service, history, and experiences.
Understanding the impacts of veteran culture and community on recruitment is an essential prerequisite
for anyone engaging with this population. At a minimum, community-engaged researchers should have
an understanding of veteran history in relation to research, how veterans have experienced “volunteering”
while under the chain of command, the impacts of a veteran’s military experience, and veterans’ views
of the research process. The element most crucial to a successful research project conducted with the
veteran community is incorporating veterans as full research team members. Building a veteran-centered
research team requires academic researchers to establish trust with veteran team members and the veteran
community, to conduct the research project with respect, and to actively encourage veterans’ participation
in project activities. All of these are facilitated by having veterans as full members of a research team. It
is our hope that sharing the lessons we have learned through working with veteran communities, as well
as our lived experiences as veteran research team members, will help pave a smoother path forward for

others wishing to conduct impactful veteran-centered research.

Community-engaged research principles offer
insights for scholars seeking to conduct research
with a wide variety of patient communities
(Sofolahan-Oladeinde et al., 2015). While many
traditionally marginalized communities, such
as racial and ethnic minority communities and
communities of patients with particular diseases,
have been explored extensively, other populations,
such as veterans, have received less attention
in the community-engaged research literature.
This article was written in collaboration with
academicians and veterans to convey the lessons
learned through our combined efforts in working
with the veteran community. Drawing from our
experiences, we suggest some best principles and
practices when conducting community-engaged
research with veteran populations.

Our collaborative authors include two
academicians, Drs. Krause-Parello and Mullins,
and three veterans, Brian Gliba, U.S. Army;
David Hibler, U.S. Army; and James B. Morris,
U.S. Air Force. Our collaboration derives from
our previous veteran-related projects, our
commitment to veteran-centered research, and
our duty to include veterans as full partners in
the research enterprise. Collectively, the team

has decades of research and practical experiences
from working in and being a part of the veteran
community. A large portion of this team’s
academic and professional experience comes from
a medical background and from working with
marginalized populations on health initiatives.
However, the information that we share
here—that is, our lessons learned in working with
veterans—is universally applicable for researchers
in other disciplines, across community-engaged
research, and in many other types of research
activities. Several systematic literature reviews
have examined components of effective patient
and stakeholder engagement and documented that
implementation can be highly variable in content
and quality (Concannon et al, 2014; Esmail et
al., 2015; Sheridan et al, 2017). Thus, despite
progress in the science of patient and stakeholder
engagement, there is a need to continue to
advance and apply best practices. Moreover,
as the application of patient and stakeholder
engagement research matures, there is a need
for greater specificity regarding how to engage
particular marginalized communities. While many
community-engaged research projects focus on
communities based upon medical conditions or
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socioeconomic factors (Day etal., 2020; Luger et al.,
2020; Morgan & Lifshay, 2006; Rodriguez Espinosa
& Verney, 2021; Sapienza et al., 2007; Shalowitz et
al., 2009), we propose that the veteran community
has unique factors that should be addressed
when conducting community-engaged research.
From our experiences, the two areas of focus that
are most significant in conducting community-
engaged research with the veteran community
are (a) developing a purposeful understanding
of the impacts of military service on research
participation and (b) creating a veteran-centered
research team. Therefore, the purpose of this paper
is to share pertinent knowledge about veterans and
to discuss best practices when building a veteran-
centered research team.

Understanding the Veteran Community’s
Experiences With Research

When  conducting  community-engaged
research, it is important to know your community.
As in research with other patient populations,
the first step is meeting veterans where they are,
an effort that encompasses understanding their

Table 1. Areas of Diversity in Veterans

Area of Definition

Diversity

lived experiences, culture, preferences, mindset,
and emotional states. This entails focusing on
the veteran community’s needs and desires,
understanding and working within the nuances of
this culture (such as the chain of command), and
respecting complicated histories with research,
medicine, and health care.

Understanding the Diversity of Veterans

When engaging veterans in research studies,
particular consideration should be given to veteran
diversity and military culture. A great breath of
diversity exists within the veteran community,
which is tied together by a common military
culture. Our community-engaged research team
members collectively pulled from their lived
military experiences and professional efforts in
working with this population to create a set of
terms, definitions, and explanations of importance
to military culture and diversity. It is our hope
that this set of terms may help other researchers
develop their own understanding of the nuanced
and diverse characteristics and culture of the
veteran community (see Table 1). Being informed

Importance to Veteran Diversity

Veteran-Specific Diversity Areas

and Military Culture

Branch of The subdivision of the national The various duties and tasks
service armed forces of which the Veteran associated with the separate
was a member (i.e., Air Force, Army, | branches can give veterans various
Coast Guard, Marines, Space Force) | perspectives on the same issues.
Component Active Duty (AD), Reserve AD have a federal chain of command

Component (RC), or National Guard
(NG).

and are employed as 24/7 military.
RC are also federal but only serve
one weekend a month and 2 weeks
of the year unless on active orders
or have special duty requirements.
The NG is the state’s military, also
serves one weekend a month and
2 weeks of the year unless under
special circumstances, and can be
deployed as AD.

Tour of duty

The period of time and location(s)
spent in combat or in a hostile
environment (Powers, 2019)

Experiences can change over the
times and locations that a veteran is
at war.

MOS (Military
occupational
specialty)

The duty or related group of duties
that a soldier by training, skill,

and experience is best qualified

to perform and that is a basis for
the classification, assignment, and
advancement of enlisted personnel
(Merriam-Webster, n.d.)

MOS is the job that a military
member is trained to do and defines
what type of work, interactions,
responsibilities, and promotions they
may have.
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Table 1 (continued). Areas of Diversity in Veterans

Area of

Definition

Importance to Veteran Diversity

Diversity

Veteran-Specific Diversity Areas

and Military Culture

Active A situation where there is enemy The military is a large organization

combat engagement; an active combat zone | which consists of many jobs, some
IS an area Whe_re there is active are more ||ke|y to be engaged in
engagement with an enemy element | 5¢tive combat or deployed to active

combat zones than others.

Enlisted, The three main rank systems of the | An individual’s rank and rank system

warrant military. Enlisted personnel serve can strongly affect their perspective

officer, until their contract ends, and then on their service, their activities while

commissioned
officer

renew it or leave the military. This
is the lowest ranked hierarchy in

the military. Warrant officers are

the midranked hierarchy in military
rank. They are technical experts and
have specific technical or tactical
specialties. Commissioned officers,
the highest-ranked hierarchy

of military rank, are educated
professionals trained to lead other
soldiers. They receive training in
general leadership and management
(ASVAB Career Exploration Program,
n.d.; U.S. Army, n.d.).

in service, their depth of knowledge
of military operations, and their
responsibilities while in service.

Rank/pay The military rank system defines As rank increases, pay grade follows,
grade authority and responsibility in the but so does amount of responsibility.
military hierarchy. Pay grade reflects
rank and time in grade.
Discharge/ A military discharge is given when Discharge/retirement status signifies
retirement a member of the armed forces is the type of circumstance under
status released from their obligation to which an individual separated from
zies,rgr?érTgZe(rﬁo%rgrsglveergleﬁg‘rgls of the military, can affect the types of
other than honorable (OTH), bad begeﬁts trf‘ft :cchhey aEﬁ etll_glcl?_le_gor,l
conduct, dishonorable, entry-level and can affect now that individua
separation, medical, and separation | Perceives their time in the service.
for convenience of the government).
Those with 20 or more years of
qualifying service are also able to
retire from the military. Individuals
may medically retire even without
serving a full 20 years (Crocker,
2022; Guina, 2023).
Years of The amount and period during which | Different time periods may expose
service (time | an individual was in the military the veteran to different events, wars,
frame and or other situations that may give
number) them a different perspective.

Duty station

The place at which the member is
assigned for regular duty. This does
not necessitate a deployment (Under
Secretary of Defense, 1999).

Servicemembers can serve in
regular capacity in various parts of
the U.S., world, or on various ships
and vehicles. Different locations can
provide veterans with a range of
perspectives and experiences.

Deployment

Where the individual service member
was deployed to and what wars or
operations they served in

While there are many commonalities
that veterans share in their
deployment experience, each unique
deployment has its own nuances.
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Table 1 (continued). Areas of Diversity in Veterans

Definition

Area of
Diversity

Importance to Veteran Diversity
and Military Culture

General Areas of Diversity

Gender

Marital
status

Age

Race/
ethnicity

Socioeconomic
status

Though this is changing, gender
often determined what roles and jobs
military members were eligible for.

Military members have extreme
stress placed on their relationships.
Military members are significantly
more likely to be married than
civilians, but they are not more likely
to be divorced (Karney et al., 2012).
Military benefits and pay structure
are also significantly affected by
marital status.

While there are plenty of exceptions,
in the military rank, responsibility and
respect generally correlate with age.

Due to the extreme demands of
teamwork and comradery in training
and military operations, race and
ethnicity are not as significantly
defining factors between military
members as they may be in other
areas.

Socioeconomic status can often be
closely related to rank and rank
system in the military.

Disability A disabled veteran has served on
(type and active duty in the military, was
percent) honorably discharged, and has

a service-connected disability or

a disability that was aggravated
during active duty, or is receiving
compensation, disability retirement
benefits, or pension because of

a disabled classification by the

There are many different types of
disability recognized by the VA, and
they can range in severity from 0-
100%. Veterans can receive a 100%
disability rating if their service-
connected disabilities preclude them
from obtaining gainful employment
(Veterans Law Group, n.d.).

Disability Inclusion, n.d.).

Department of Veterans Affairs or
a military department (Employer
Assistance and Resource Network on

and possessing a good understanding of this
diverse culture is essential for researchers when
including veterans as members of the research
team or as study participants.

Impacts of Research During Military Service

One consideration specific to veteran
populations that community-engaged research
partners should understand is that veterans may
have skewed views about research. For example,
during World War II, allied servicemen held in
enemy prisoner of war camps were compelled
to undergo medical experimentation wherein

subjects’ health and lives were secondary concerns
(Felton, 2012; Ghooi, 2011; Johnson, 2022; Powell,
1980; Weindling, 2014). In the United States during
the same period, many military servicemembers
were pressured into studies under the guise of
“the needs of the military” or were forced to be
subjects for vaccine, drug, chemical weapons, and
disease research (Encyclopedia.com, n.d.). These
atrocities eventually led to the Nuremberg Code,
the Declaration of Helsinki, the Belmont Report,
and later the mandatory use of institutional
review boards in human subjects research. These
protection systems and guidelines give a framework
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for ethical human subjects research so that the
horrific mistreatments of people that occurred in
the past in the name of research will not occur in
the future (National Institutes of Health, n.d.; Rall
& Pechura, 1993).

When the authors of this paper have engaged
the veteran community in research enterprises,
participants have often made reference to these past
atrocities. Distrust stemming from historical abuse
is evident today in issues related to new vaccine
mandates and general lacking of trust in research
personnel (Haderlein et al., 2022; Hulen et al., 2022;
Jasuja et al., 2021; Krause-Parello et al., 2021). The
real-life stories of unethical experimentation and
the emotional and psychological costs experienced
by military personnel are long-lived and linger
heavily in veterans’ minds; thus, community-
engaged research partners should be cognizant
of veterans’ potential reluctance to participate or
engage with researchers.

Impact of Military Culture on Research Recruitment

Regarding the recruitment of military and
veteran personnel in research studies, the issue of
whether personnelare truly free to accept or decline
participation is murky. Voluntary participation
is essential for ethical human experimentation;
however, reliance on the unquestioning execution
of orders and the unassailable chain of command
is inseparable from the greater military culture
and is an essential aspect of all decisions in a
military environment (Halvorson, 2010). Military
personnel are expected to follow orders—often
knowing that doing so may cause significant
risk to their own health and well-being. Even
when participation is supposedly voluntary,
servicemembers often describe how they are
“volun-told” to participate; that is, an activity
may appear to be voluntary on the surface, but
participants understand compliance with the
request to be heavily encouraged if not mandatory.

Military members who enlisted or were
commissioned as officers are held to an amended
list of rights compared to the general citizenry.
In many respects, they are considered to be
government property; they lack the ability to make
certain medical decisions and no longer have
complete agency over their own bodies (Annas,
1992, 2003; Beaumont, 2009). The culture and
special circumstances involved in being a member
of the military blur the line between being able to
truly volunteer for participation in a research study
and being coerced into it (Encyclopedia.com, n.d.;
Howe & Martin, 1991). As reported by veteran

participants in our previous work, a compulsory
mindset and accompanying apprehension often
follow servicemembers after they leave the military.

When attempting to conduct community-
engaged research with this unique population,
research team members must have a well-
developed understanding of the veteran
community’s experiences with research and must
make an effort to meet veterans where they are.
The three most significant areas that community-
engaged research teams should understand are
(a) the diversity of veterans, (b) the impacts of
research during military service, and (c) the
impact of military culture on research recruitment.
Being knowledgeable about the diversity in veteran
culture is essential for researchers when including
veterans as members of the research team or as study
participants. Openly recognizing the military’s
checkered past with regard to research and being
cognizant of veterans’ potential reluctance to
participate or engage with researchers will go a
long way in establishing rapport with the veteran
community. In addition, respecting that military
culture may instill in veterans a compulsory
mindset and accompanying apprehension—even
after they’'ve left the military—can help research
teams successfully engage with veterans and
mitigate their uneasiness. Although this is not an
exhaustive list, and all subpopulations within the
veteran community are sure to exhibit unique and
nuanced characteristics, these three considerations
can be viewed as necessary prerequisites for
establishing a basic understanding of the veteran
community. Only after developing this foundation
can investigators begin to build a veteran-centered
research team.

Building a Veteran-Centered Research Team
Once academic community-engaged
researchers have come to understand the unique
experiences and challenges associated with veterans
and research, seeking out veteran collaborators
further supports community-based research
practices by helping to build accountability, rapport,
and trust. As research team members, veterans
may bring their perspectives, expertise, and lived
experiences to enrich the project. Including a
veteran as a full team member will also create a
vet-to-vet relationship with the focus population,
which can greatly benefit project outcomes. When
preparing to conduct a veteran-centered research
study, considering the composition and the values
of research team members is imperative. Adding a
veteran’s voice to the research team can help guide
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the project and ensure that the research is veteran-
centered and focuses on topics that are important
to the veteran community. It is important to ensure
cultural congruencies so that the research process
is meaningful to the veteran population in terms
of the topic identification, recruitment practices,
research methods, and dissemination of findings.
Veterans can make meaningful contributions
through various roles within the research process,
such as co-investigator, consultant, coordinator,
recruiter, and data management coordinator/
collector, among others. The following sections
outline our own veteran-centered research group’s
reflections on how the inclusion of veteran
partners benefits community-engaged research
with veteran populations.

Establishing Trust and Respect

When building a veteran-centered research
partnership, trust is an essential component.
When assembling your team, ensure that the
research team has an edifying culture that fosters
the development of those less familiar with the
research process, that each member is committed
to the research goal, and that trust is established
between the members of the team and between
the team and the study population. There are two
relevant types of trust: practical and emotional
(Gonzalez-Martinez & Mlynaf, 2019; Kamena &
Potter, 2016; Wooll, 2022). Practical trust can be
earned (e.g., arriving to meetings on time, being
dependable, and meeting your commitments),
which creates a level of respect needed to maintain
the cohesiveness of the unit (Gonzilez-Martinez
& Mlynaf, 2019). Emotional trust is another
key ingredient in teamwork (e.g., treating each
team member with respect and kindness, being
nonjudgmental, and being open to other people’s
ideas and thoughts; Kamena & Potter, 2016). It is
important when working on a team to distinguish
between the different types and expectations of trust
in order to foster a positive and respectful research
environment. Ensuring that the research project is
congruent with veteran culture will create trust, a
lack of which is frequently a major impediment to
working with this unique population.

As important as trust is while building a
team, it cannot be established without respect.
In our experience, veterans will not extend trust
unless they have your respect in return. Many
aspects of military culture are important to
consider for successful engagement of veterans,
but treating others with respect is particularly key.
Military culture includes respect as a core value,

and veterans have respect instilled at every level
of military training. Conducting research with
respect can be accomplished through honesty and
actively acknowledging veterans’ diverse military
experiences and contributions. Creating respectful
community-engaged research practices may mean
allowing space to ensure that all veterans’ questions
are answered; it may also require effort to provide
all relevant information, since some veterans may
not feel comfortable asking questions. To maximize
veterans’ overall engagement on the research team
or as study participants, all researchers need to
remember to show respect to create a productive
team environment.

Encouraging Participation in Research

Historically, veterans have been reluctant to
participate in research due to previous research-
related experiences and their unfamiliarity with
the research process (Flynn et al., 2019). Veterans
are often apprehensive about being associated
with research participation, which may stem from
unacknowledged or unidentified potential costs,
such as the assumption that participation may
jeopardize their Veterans Affairs (VA) medical
care or other health benefits. Veterans” benefits are
often very difficult and time intensive to procure,
and potential threats or disruptions to benefits can
be met with extreme resistance; this could result
in hesitation on behalf of veteran participants. Due
to the mistrust and skepticism about research in
the veteran population, it is important to include
a veteran as a community-engaged research
partner on the research team to lead recruitment
and encourage participation within the veteran
community. A veteran team member may also
authenticate that, in a veteran-driven project,
veterans’ concerns will be acknowledged and
addressed. Only after this can trust be established
and the vet-to-vet relationship be utilized for the
benefit of the project.

A strategic step in the community-engaged
research process is for academic researchers to
educate their veteran team members on human
subjects research protections—such as voluntary
participation, deidentification, the institutional
review board approval process, and so on—
inherent in and specifically built into the project.
Veteran team members are capable of bolstering
communication and forming strong, trusting
connections between the research team and
the veteran community. After they have been
educated, veteran team members are best suited
for communicating with veteran participants the
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differences between participating as a civilian
versus participating as a member of the military.
Having a fellow veteran explain issues regarding
personal information safeguards, truly voluntary
participation, issues of anonymity, and the security
of VA benefits will go a long way in fostering
veteran participants’ willingness to engage. Having
a fellow veteran as a research team member to
assuage veteran participants’ concerns is the best
tool we found to address participant apprehension.

Conclusion

The tendency of many community-engaged
research projects to focus on overly common
characteristics such as medical conditions or
socioeconomic factors (Day et al, 2020; Luger
et al.,, 2020; Morgan & Lifshay, 2006; Rodriguez
Espinosa & Verney, 2021; Sapienza et al., 2007;
Shalowitz et al., 2009) without also addressing the
unique elements of the specific study population
may overshadow exclusive effects within that
community. This may cause the loss of participation
from members of that community, especially in
special populations such as veterans. Community-
engaged research must reflect the uniqueness of
the specific community involved. In order to help
other researchers produce quality community-
engaged research work with the veteran
community, the authors of this paper (a coalition
of both veterans and academic researchers) have
highlighted what they have experienced as the
essential considerations in the veteran community
that should be addressed.

Veterans are a very diverse and specialized
population that provide unique opportunities for
research. Research with veterans also requires
unique considerations based on the impacts of
their military service, history, and experiences.
Additionally, understanding the impacts of veteran
culture and community on recruitment is an
essential prerequisite for anyone hoping to work
with this population. At a minimum, community-
engaged researchers should have a working
understanding of veteran history in relation
to research, how veterans have experienced
“volunteering” while under the chain of command,
the drastic impacts of a veterans military
experience, and veterans views of the research
process. The element most crucial to bolstering the
chances of a successful research project conducted
with the veteran community is incorporating
veterans as full research team members. Building a
veteran-centered research team requires academic
researchers to establish trust with veteran team

members and the veteran community, to conduct
the research project with respect, and to actively
encourage veterans participation in project
activities. All of these are facilitated by having
veterans as full members of a research team.

As we look toward the future of community-
based veteran-centered research, we must actively
engage veterans as full members of the research
team to create meaningful collaborations that are
important to the veteran community. It is our hope
that sharing the lessons we have learned through
working with veteran communities and our lived
experiences as veteran research team members
will help to pave a smoother path forward for
others interested in conducting impactful veteran-
centered research.
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