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ABSTRACT 
Objective:
Adjusting to a military environment is a complex process, with unique demands and various stressors placed on con-
scripts. In this study, we examined the unique and combined contribution of the independent variables that constitute 
an individual soldier’s personal resources—the meaningfulness of the military role and the match between expectations 
and the job itself; cognitive flexibility; social support; and seeking help from a mental health officer (MHO)—to the 
adaptation (dependent variable) of noncombat soldiers to military service.

Method:
The study group comprised 200 Israel Defense Forces noncombat soldiers aged 18-23 years (Meanage = 20.046 years, 
SD = 0.951). Of them, 107 (53.3%) had consulted a MHO. The remaining soldiers who had not consulted an MHO 
(n = 93, 46.5%) served as the comparison group. Research tools included the work and meaning questionnaire, the 
Cognitive Flexibility Scale, the Medical Outcomes Study (social support) questionnaire, and adaptation to the army 
questionnaire.

Results:
Adaptation to service was found to relate positively to the meaningfulness of the military role, cognitive flexibility, and 
social support. Social support partially mediated the relation between cognitive flexibility and adaptation to service. 
Additionally, soldiers who had consulted an MHO had lower levels of cognitive flexibility and social support, and they 
adapted less well to service compared to the comparison group.

Conclusions:
The study indicates that soldiers who seek help have lower resources. Additional personal and environmental variables 
that contribute to the adjustment of soldiers in noncombat positions were also identified.

 

INTRODUCTION
Adjusting to a military environment is a complex process, as 
unique demands and stressors are placed on individuals in this 
context.1 The less successfully they adapt, the greater the mis-
match between them and their environment: a situation that 
increases stressors and may lead to negative psychological 
experiences and poor mental well-being.2

In Israel, whose army is based on the People’s Army 
Model,3 national military service is mandatory for all Jewish 
and Druze Israeli citizens over the age of 18 years, regard-
less of sex. During the conscription process, Israel Defense 
Forces (IDF) personnel screen and assess all eligible recruits. 
This screening is based on a physical and psychiatric evalua-
tion in which draftees are assessed by professionals to identify 
difficulties or problems so that their medical profiles will 
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align with their military assignment. The profile determines 
the classification of the soldier to various units, including 
combat and noncombat. One reason, therefore, that adjust-
ment is particularly complex in the IDF is that soldiers who 
are highly motivated for a combat role or another specific 
role may receive roles they have not chosen but are nonethe-
less required to assume. Receiving a military position in 
accordance with one’s military profile has implications for 
adaptation to the IDF.

Soldiers’ adaptation to military service is a topic of crit-
ical importance, as the difficulties they experience in this 
environment constitute a significant risk factor for suicide.4 
The effects of military enlistment on the adjustment of 
combat soldiers have been investigated in numerous stud-
ies.5,6 A less explored but nevertheless significant population 
of enlisted soldiers comprises those serving in noncombat 
positions. These soldiers serve in a variety of roles, for 
instance, managerial, technological, and intelligence; admin-
istrative jobs; and/or support positions such as auto mechan-
ics, drivers, or cooks. Although serving in the IDF in some 
form or fashion is compulsory in Israel, some of the posi-
tions (e.g., office jobs) are viewed by Israeli adolescents as 
less prestigious than others (e.g., combat).7 Like combat sol-
diers, noncombat soldiers must also adapt to a new and alien 
environment and adjust to an unfamiliar lifestyle and stricter
discipline.
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Contributing Factors to Israeli Soldiers’ Adaptation

Given that noncombat soldiers serve a major role in many 
militaries throughout the world, such as remotely piloted 
aircraft and intelligence positions behind the screens,8 stud-
ies investigating the factors contributing to their adjustment 
are crucial.9 This study is based on Deci and Ryan’s self-
determination theory (SDT),10 a theory whose focus is on 
people’s need to be a part of the adaptive planning of the 
human organization, to engage in interesting activities, real-
ize their abilities, maintain relationships in social groups, and 
combine interpersonal experiences and interpersonal interac-
tions. Self-determination theory (SDT) provides a theoretical 
framework for understanding the motivation to act, and in the 
current context, to adapt to a noncombat military position.

According to the SDT perspective, people’s motivation to 
act—and thus their capacity to adapt to different situations—
is influenced by three innate psychological needs:11 (1) the 
need for autonomy or a sense of freedom of choice and control 
over decision-making; (2) the need for a sense of compe-
tence or the ability to feel capable of attaining desired or 
expected goals; and (3) the need for a sense of relatedness, 
namely, a desire to feel connected to others, to love and 
care, and to be loved and cared for. The variables that we 
selected in this study as predictors of adaptation represent 
three aspects through which the three basic needs of soldiers’ 
adjustment are fulfilled. “Job meaningfulness” refers to self-
definition as reflected by a soldier’s mental well-being and 
sense of autonomy and the match between expectations and 
the military position itself. “Cognitive flexibility” represents 
the personal resources that soldiers bring to their military ser-
vice. “Social support” is represented in this study by parents’ 
attitudes toward military service in general, soldiers’ peer sup-
port (i.e., two informal resources), and consultation with a 
mental health officer (MHO) (i.e., a formal resource provided 
by the military).

Job meaningfulness

Autonomy is a significant part of soldiers’ sense of identifying 
with their role. In our study, we chose a particular characteris-
tic of identifying with one’s role: a sense of meaningfulness in 
this role. The definition of sense of meaningfulness refers to 
the meaning of actions that include a sense of purpose, direc-
tion, and direction toward the desired goal.12 Meaningfulness 
also refers to a set of goals and emotions that make up peo-
ple’s core schemas or form the way individuals experience the 
world and themselves.12 Finding meaning is broadly consid-
ered essential for adaptation to stressful situations, such as 
military service.

Earlier studies among military populations revealed that 
sense of meaningfulness in their job helped female soldiers 
following stressful situations in the army (such as physical 
injury that occurred during their service) to adapt better.13

A study in the U.S. Military found that personality hardi-
ness was associated with meaningfulness during deployment, 
which, in turn, was significantly associated with benefiting 
from the deployment after completion of military service.14 

Finally, among Swedish soldiers, for whom military service 
over the last decade has become non-compulsory, mean-
ingfulness from their work was found to increase their job 
satisfaction.15 The findings of the study illustrate the SDT 
conceptualization of one’s need for autonomy.11

Meaningfulness in the military role has also been 
researched specifically among soldiers in noncombat posi-
tions, and various studies have indicated the existence of class 
differences in the military that parallel those in Israeli soci-
ety.7 Recruits from lower socioeconomic backgrounds are 
often drafted into menial military positions that reinforce their 
already marginalized social standing, provide fewer educa-
tional and advancement opportunities, and are not useful for 
future careers in the civilian world.7 Moreover, service in 
the IDF is still viewed as a platform for social networking.3 
For many male soldiers (and their parents), military positions 
(e.g., elite, intelligence, and combat units) are considered 
stepping stones to good workplace opportunities in the future. 
Additionally, the government encourages combat service and 
rewards individuals for this type of service. Therefore, given 
that service in the IDF is compulsory and that service in com-
bat units is mostly for male recruits, it is important to know 
whether both male and female soldiers feel meaningfulness 
in their service and whether the positions they were assigned 
contribute to their adjustment.

Cognitive flexibility

Cognitive flexibility is defined as the ability to change 
thoughts and behaviors to adapt to environmental changes, 
and it is therefore strongly related to adaptability.16 When the 
environment changes, cognitively flexible individuals recog-
nize this change and, after assessing the new situation, they 
can adjust their strategies under the new conditions—that is, 
they can adapt.16

Regarding airborne military members, cognitive flexibility 
was found to be one of the main predictors of adaptabil-
ity.17 Indeed, cognitive flexibility training focuses on helping 
individuals learn how to detect changes in unexpected envi-
ronments or situations. In the words of Fletcher and Wind, 
“How, then, do we prepare people, teams, and organizational 
units for the unexpected, which by definition is something we 
cannot anticipate?” (p. 26).18

Social support

Social support is often described in the literature as one of 
the most important resources for a person contending with 
stress and stressful life events19 and as a resource that con-
tributes significantly to one’s well-being. Researchers have 
found that social support contributes significantly to adjust-
ing to new environments, for example among students in their 
first year of studies.20

The importance of social support is even greater in the 
context of military service. Several studies conducted among 
U.S. soldiers found that social support was associated with 
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mental health and a reduced risk of developing depression 
and posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD),21 especially among 
female soldiers.22 Moreover, as studies in Israel have identi-
fied an association between parents’ perspectives regarding 
the recruitment of their children for military service and 
soldiers’ adjustment difficulties,23 in this study we exam-
ined both peer support and parents’ attitudes toward military 
service.

A study examining the relation between participation in 
military action in the U.S. Military and suicide found social 
support to be a mediating variable: Those who had social sup-
port before taking part in military action were less likely to 
have suicidal thoughts than those who did not have such sup-
port, and they also developed less PTSD.24 Another study 
found that satisfaction from parental social support mediated 
the relation between attachment representations and adapta-
tion to military service: Attachment representations that led 
to satisfaction with parental social support predicted better 
adaptation to military service.23

Regarding social support, the third independent variable in 
this study, this variable can be reflected by the need for a sense 
of relatedness.10

In this study, we measured informal social support via 
two factors that can make soldiers feel loved and cared for: 
(1) support from peers and (2) parents’ attitudes toward mil-
itary service in general. We measured formal support via
(3) the seeking of help by soldiers from an MHO.

Seeking professional help

Help-seeking is essential in stressful circumstances, espe-
cially in the military environment. Lacking the ability to seek 
help is a risk factor for deterioration and crisis.25 In a previ-
ous research, researchers have explored reasons for seeking 
or being hesitant to seek professional help. These reasons 
include, among other negative or positive attitudes toward 
mental health help-seeking,26 having previously poor or broad 
help-seeking experiences,27 preferring to handle one’s prob-
lems on one’s own, and stigma.25,28 Stigma as a reason for 
soldiers not seeking mental health professional help is not a 
new concept among military members.29

The Present Study

As previously stated, IDF service is compulsory, with eligi-
ble soldiers being legally obligated to serve. The positions in 
which they serve, however, depend on a number of factors. 
After screening their physical and mental health, the army 
decides what position to assign the soldier, a decision that 
sometimes comes into conflict with the wishes and will of the 
soldier.

The objective of this study was to examine the unique and 
combined contribution of the three independent variables that 
constitute an individual soldier’s personal resources—(1) the 
meaningfulness of the military role and the match between 
expectations and the job itself; (2) cognitive flexibility; and 

(3) social support as measured by (informal) support from 
peers, as well as parents’ attitudes, and (formally) seeking 
help from an MHO—to the adaptation (dependent variable) 
of noncombat soldiers to military service. We assumed that 
(Hypothesis 1) meaningfulness of the military role, cognitive 
flexibility, and social support would contribute positively to 
adaptation to military service.

To examine the differences between those who sought help 
from an MHO and those who did not (as a dependent vari-
able), we used all four variables as independent variables 
(meaningfulness, cognitive flexibility, social support, and 
soldier’s adaptation). We assumed that (Hypothesis 2) differ-
ences would be found in the resources of soldiers who sought 
help from an MHO: Soldiers who consulted an MHO would 
have a lower level of sense of meaningfulness from their mili-
tary role, cognitive flexibility, and social support compared to 
those who did not seek help from an MHO.

METHOD

Participants

The study population consisted of 200 IDF soldiers (56.3% 
female; n = 112), aged 18-23 years (μ = 20 years, SD =
0.951), who had completed an average of 14.11 months of 
service (SD = 8.68). The majority of soldiers, 74% (n = 148), 
had been assigned “blue-collar” positions (e.g., office work-
ers or drivers, cooks, and administrative positions) compared 
to 25% (n = 50) who had been assigned “white-collar” posi-
tions (e.g., intelligence, computer programming, and cyber). 
About a third of the soldiers, 28% (n = 56), had been assigned 
to noncombat positions for medical reasons, 20.5% (n = 41) 
had been assigned to noncombat positions because they did 
not want to be combatants, 18.5% (n = 37) had been assigned 
to noncombat positions for other reasons, and 11.5% (n = 23) 
did not choose the position they had been assigned. The rest 
(41 soldiers) reported “other” reasons but did not elaborate 
specifically on why they had been assigned to a noncombat 
position.

Design and settings

The data for this cross-sectional study were collected at three 
open noncombat military bases. An examination for fitness 
for combat or support units (i.e., noncombat) had first been 
conducted at the recruitment center. Fitness is expressed 
by a medical profile (physical and mental). The Medical 
Corps has criteria by which to determine whether recruits 
are suitable for combat positions or support units30 and, as 
such, the researchers made contact with noncombat soldiers 
at the three abovementioned open military bases (i.e., these 
soldiers go home every day) in central places on the base 
(e.g., cafeteria, medical clinic, and rest areas). Soldiers who 
agreed to participate in the study signed an informed con-
sent form and completed the questionnaire in 20 minutes
totally.
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Measures

Sociodemographic and military variables

Demographic variables. Sex or gender, age, length of ser-
vice, country of birth (Israel/other), parents’ marital status 
(married/unmarried), religious status (secular/religious/ tradi-
tional), education level, and economic situation (good/aver-
age/difficult).

Military variables. Expectations of military service (com-
patible/not compatible with actual position); sought help from 
MHO during service (yes/no).

Position in the military. The military role was coded into 
two categories: “white collar” and “blue collar.” Each of the 
categories was coded into operational jobs vs. nonoperational 
jobs (i.e., if the job is related to operational activity).

The independent variables

Work and Meaning Inventory (WAMI). This questionnaire 
assesses the meaning derived from work via 10 items regard-
ing three aspects: positive meaning, meaning-making through 
work, and developing purpose.31 In this study, we adjusted the 
questionnaire to work in the military. In the first factor, the 
psychological significance of the military role was assessed 
(e.g., “I have a good sense of what makes my military role 
meaningful”). In the second factor, meaning-making in the 
military role was assessed (e.g., “I have discovered a role 
that has a satisfying purpose”). In the third factor, attribu-
tions of greater meaning to the military role were assessed
(e.g., “There is a greater purpose to my role in the military”). 
Each item is rated by using a 5-point Likert scale ranging 
from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”). A gen-
eral score for the WAMI was calculated. Earlier uses revealed 
a total Cronbach’s α of .93.31 For this study, Cronbach’s α for 
the whole scale was .90.

The Cognitive Flexibility Scale (CFS). This scale was used 
to measure cognitive flexibility.32 The CFS measure consists 
of 12 items regarding three components of cognitive flexibil-
ity: awareness of options (e.g., “I have many possible ways of 
behaving in any given situation”), willingness to be flexible 
in new situations (e.g., “I am willing to work at creative solu-
tions to problems”), and self-efficacy in being flexible (e.g., “I 
can communicate an idea in many different ways”). Each item 
is rated on a 6-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (“strongly 
disagree”) to 6 (“strongly agree”). Total scores on the CFS 
range from 0 to 72, where 72 signifies superior cognitive flex-
ibility.33 The internal consistency of this scale was originally 
found to have a Cronbach’s α of .82.32 For this study, the 
Cronbach’s α was .82.

The Medical Outcomes Study (MOS).34 This scale consists 
of 19 items referring to five support types. In this study, we 
used the MOS to examine acceptance from soldiers’ peers: 
that is, instrumental social support (e.g., “can lend you money 
if you need it”); emotional support (e.g., “will listen to 
you when you feel the need to speak”); expresses affection 
(e.g., “hugs you”); provides information (e.g., “can give you 

good advice in times of crisis”); and offers positive social 
companionship (e.g., “you can do something fun with them”). 
Each item is rated on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 
(“never”) to 5 (“always”). Due to high correlations between 
the subscales, we used only the total scale. The higher the 
score on the scale, the higher the social support. Internal-
consistency reliability was originally found to be α = .95.34 
For this study, the total Cronbach’s α was .97.

In addition, a “question regarding ‘parents’ attitudes”’ 
toward military service in general was asked. Possible 
answers ranged from “encouraged recruitment” to “had no 
position” to “against recruitment.”

The dependent variable

The Soldier Adaptation to the Army Questionnaire (SAAQ).35 
The SAAQ in its short version in Hebrew includes 20 items 
and three subscales: connection to the military framework 
(e.g., “Here and there I had personal and social connections 
with commanders in the military”); a sense of social comfort 
(e.g., “Since enlisting I have met people and made friend-
ships to the extent I want”); and motivation and performance
(e.g., “I look forward to staying in the army until the end of my 
service”). Each item was rated on a 7-point Likert scale rang-
ing from 1 (“describes me very well”) to 7 (“does not describe 
me at all”). A total score was calculated as the mean response 
to all items. In a reliability test, the Cronbach’s α for the total 
score was .82. Cronbach’s α for total SAAQ in this study
was .917.

Statistical analysis

The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS, version 
24.0 for Windows) was used for all analyses. To examine the 
differences between those who sought help from an MHO and 
those who did not (as a dependent variable), we used all four 
variables as independent variables (WAMI, CFS, MOS, and 
the SAAQ). Additionally, the demographic variables of those 
who sought help from an MHO and those who did not were 
compared. Correlations between the variables were tested 
using the Pearson test for symmetric variables distributed 
and the Spearman test for asymmetric variables distributed. 
Regressions were made in two steps. For the mediation model, 
we used Hayes’ PROCESS procedure (3.3 version).

To examine the unique contribution of the three indepen-
dent variables (WAMI, CFS, and MOS) to soldier’s adapta-
tion (SAAQ as the dependent variable), we used multivariate 
analyses to predict adaptation to the military by the study 
variables.

A test was conducted to examine the need for and pos-
sibility of completing missing values. Seven missing values 
were found for all regression variables. An examination that 
we conducted revealed that the missing values were coinci-
dental. It was, therefore, decided that missing variables could 
be completed. We performed one completion (Stocksmith 
regression).
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TABLE I. The Research Variables in the Division of Seeking MHO Help: Mean and SD (N = 200)

 Sought MHO help

 Yes  No

Mean SD Median Minimum Maximum M SD M SD T df P d

Role meaning 3.22 0.95 3.40 1.20 4.90 3.06 0.96 3.40 0.91 2.56 198 .011 0.36
Cognitive flexibility 4.41 0.71 4.41 2.75 5.92 4.26 0.76 4.58 0.63 3.32 197.65 .001 0.47
Adaptation 4.47 1.27 4.53 1.28 7.00 4.10 1.32 4.90 1.07 4.76 197.16 <.000 0.68

 Sought MHO help

 Yes  No

M SD M SD U Z P r

 Social supporta 4.10 0.80 4.21 1.63 5.00 3.99 0.91 4.24 0.64 4374.00 −1.74 .14 0.1

Chi-square tests (symmetric distribution): P < .05; t test (Student’s t-distribution);
aMann–Whitney test (nonparametric test).

TABLE II. Pearson Correlation for Parametric Distribution and Spearman Correlation for Nonparametric Distribution

Gender 

Months 
of service 
(range 2–56)

Sought 
MHO help

Socioe-
conomic 
status

Parents’ atti-
tude toward 
military 
service

Military 
job

Matched 
expectations 
from military 
service CFS2 SAAQ3 MOS4

WAMIa −0.071 0.019 −0.179* 0.097 0.192** 0.329*** 0.587*** 0.177* 0.647*** 0.178*

CFSb 0.141* 0.107 −0.227** 0.191** 0.213** 0.115 0.047 0.461*** 0.450***

SAAQc −0.018 0.138 −0.316*** 0.127 0.305*** 0.245** 0.490*** 0.410***

MOSd −0.067 0.170* −0.155* 0.208** 0.223** 0.142* 0.156*

aWork as meaning—WAMI;
bThe Cognitive Flexibility Scale—CFS;
cThe Soldier Adaptation to the Army Questionnaire—SAAQ;
dA social support questionnaire—the Medical Outcomes Study—MOS.
*P < .05.
**P < .01.
***P < 0.001.

Ethical approval

The study was approved by the IDF Human Research Review 
Board (No. 1991-2019).

RESULTS

Difference in the research variables in seeking MHO 
help

The study found that soldiers who had consulted an MHO 
had lower levels of cognitive flexibility and adaptation to 
service compared to those who did not apply for help
(Table I). 

Differences in seeking MHO help according to demo-
graphic variables and military variables using chi-square tests 
were examined (data are not presented in the table). The 
chi-square tests revealed that “expectations of military ser-
vice” was the only variable that was found to be significant 
(P = .027) among soldiers who reported that their military 
role aligned with their expectations. Only 27% sought out an 
MHO, in comparison to 42% among those whose role did not 
align with their expectations.

Correlations between the study variables

For correlations between the study variables, we used 
the Pearson correlation for parametric distribution and the 
Spearman correlation for nonparametric distribution.

As can be seen in Table II, there were high and posi-
tive correlations between the independent variables in mili-
tary role meaningfulness, r(200) = 0.65, r2 = 0.42, P < .001, 
cognitive flexibility, r(200) = 0.46, r2 = 0.21, P < .001, and 
social support, r(200) = .41, r2 = 0.17, P < .001, with adap-
tation to service. The item “expectations of service” was 
positively associated with role meaningfulness and with adap-
tation. The item “parents’ attitudes” was positively associated 
with all three independent variables and with adaptation to the 
military.

Multivariate analysis

For predicting adaptation to the military, we conducted a 
regression analysis. Predictor variables were entered into the 
model in two blocks. The first block consisted of sociode-
mographic and military variables (e.g., gender, months of 

MILITARY MEDICINE, Vol. 188, July/August 2023 e1985

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/m

ilm
ed/article/188/7-8/e1981/6698810 by Bar Ilan U

niversity user on 26 January 2024



Contributing Factors to Israeli Soldiers’ Adaptation

TABLE III. Multivariate Analyses: Prediction of Adaptation to the 
Military by the Study Variables (N = 200)

Step B SD B t R2 ΔR2

1
Gender −0.009 0.15 −.003 −0.06
Months of 

service
0.02 0.009 .13 2.17*

Sought MHO 
help

−0.57 0.15 −.22 −3.76***

Socioeco-
nomic 
status

0.07 0.15 .03 0.45

Parents’ 
attitude 
toward 
military 
service

0.58 0.20 .17 2.89**

Military job 0.31 0.17 .11 1.82
Matched 

expecta-
tions from 
military 
service

1.06 0.16 .40 6.73*** 0.37 0.37***

2
WAMIa 0.6 0.08 .46 7.8***

CFSb 0.43 0.09 .25 4.65***

MOSc 0.29 0.08 .19 3.5** 0.26 0.63***

Summary  F(10,187) = 31.76, P < .001

Note. *P < .05.
**P < .01.
***P < .001.
aWork as meaning questionnaire—WAMI.
bThe Cognitive Flexibility Scale—CFS.
cA social support questionnaire—The Medical Outcomes Study—MOS.

service, sought MHO help, military position, expectations, 
and parents’ attitudes). The second block consisted of the 
independent variables of the model (role meaningfulness, 
cognitive flexibility, and social support). The regression 
model is presented in Table III. 

The total set of variables explained 63% of the variance. 
Table III shows that in the first block, the variables explained 
37% of the variance of adaptation to the military. Shorter 
length of service and requesting MHO help were associated 

with lower adjustment. A better match between soldier expec-
tations and actual position and positive parents’ attitudes was 
associated with better adaptation. The second block added 
26% to the variance. As was found in the correlations, higher 
cognitive flexibility, greater role meaningfulness, and more 
social support were associated with better adjustment.

When looking at the role of social support as a mediat-
ing factor in the relation between cognitive flexibility and 
adaptation to service, it was revealed that social support 
partially mediated the relation between cognitive flexibility 
and adaptation to service (Fig. 1). Figure 1 shows that a partial 
indirect effect of cognitive flexibility was found on adapta-
tion to military service through social support (ind = 0.17, 
CI = 0.063). The higher the cognitive flexibility, the higher the 
level of social support (B = 0.45, P < .001), and the higher the 
social support, the better the adaptation to service (B = 0.37, 
P < .001). In addition, there was a direct effect between cog-
nitive flexibility and adaptation to military service (B = 0.46, 
P < 0.001). The total effect of cognitive flexibility on adapta-
tion to military service was B = 0.63, P < .001.

DISCUSSION
The purpose of this study—that which makes it innovative—
was to investigate the contribution of the following factors—
meaningfulness of the military role and the match between 
expectations and the position itself; cognitive flexibility; and 
social support as measured by (informal) support from peers, 
as well as parents’ attitudes, and (formally) seeking help from 
an MHO—to the adaptation of noncombat soldiers to mil-
itary service. As presented in the Introduction, the effects 
of military enlistment on the adjustment of combat soldiers 
have been investigated in numerous studies.5,6 The effects of 
military enlistment on soldiers in noncombat positions have, 
however, been much less explored.

Bearing out our first hypothesis, differences were found in 
the resources of soldiers who sought help from an MHO. We 
found that the level of resources among soldiers who sought 
help from an MHO was lower than among soldiers who did 

FIGURE 1. The mediation model. The association between cognitive flexibility and adaptation to service, mediated by social support. 
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not seek help. For example, the conscripts who sought men-
tal health services were more likely to have lower levels of 
cognitive flexibility and adaptation to their role. Even taking 
into account the sex distribution, no differences were found 
between male and female soldiers or between operational jobs 
vs. nonoperational jobs in the variable “sought help from an 
MHO.” The lack of differences in these variables reduces the 
chance that other variables not included in this study would 
have contributed to avoiding seeking help, such as stigma. As 
is known, the factors that make one less likely to seek help 
are being male and being in a combat unit36 (compared to 
being female37 and being in a noncombat unit). The variable 
of “expectations of military service” was the only variable that 
was found to be significant.

In addition, soldiers who sought help from an MHO felt 
that their role did not align well with their expectations and 
thus their adjustment was also lower. These findings are in 
line with earlier findings showing that soldiers who seek help 
indeed have higher levels of distress.38

All of the model’s variables in our study were found to 
contribute to soldiers’ adjustment. Regarding meaningful-
ness of the military role, a positive association was found 
between role meaningfulness and service adaptation. As 
expected, in line with the theory of work adjustment39 
in a military setting, soldiers (both combat and noncom-
bat) who were dissatisfied with their jobs and failed to 
make changes that might increase their satisfaction expe-
rienced adjustment difficulties.5,6 Moreover, a good match 
between expectations and the position itself was found to 
be associated both with meaningfulness and with better
adjustment.

A positive association was found as well between cognitive 
flexibility and adaptation to service, a finding that is consis-
tent with findings from several studies. For instance, it was 
found among American soldiers that cognitive flexibility was 
one of the personality traits that characterized soldiers whose 
behavior was adaptive and who had high self-efficacy.40 Fur-
ther support for such ideas can be found in SDT,10 according 
to which one of the basic needs that motivates a person to act 
is self-efficacy.

In terms of social support, this study’s findings are consis-
tent with research among male and female soldiers,41 indi-
cating that social support contributes to mental health and 
adjustment in general.22

In this study, parents’ positive attitudes were associated 
with soldiers’ better adjustment. In a study conducted among 
the Korean army, it was revealed that overprotective par-
ents’ attitudes were associated with impairments in soldiers’ 
adaptation to the military.42

Finally, a partial indirect effect of cognitive flexibility 
on adaptation to military service through social support was 
found: Namely, the higher the cognitive flexibility, the higher 
the level of social support, and the higher the social support, 
the better the adaptation to service. This finding can perhaps 
be attributed to the idea that cognitive flexibility is related to 

higher levels of communication competence and higher lev-
els of social skills.22 Cognitive flexibility seems to express a 
nuanced ability to reassess what it takes to achieve a desired 
social resource, thus enabling better adaptation.

The research’s innovativeness lies in its broadening and 
deepening of the understanding of how “blue-collar” positions 
may contribute to problems among noncombatants in adapt-
ing to military service. In order to help these soldiers better 
adapt to their service, to retain them, and to help them reach 
their full potential in these roles, the three SDT needs must be 
addressed.

The importance of cognitive flexibility and social connect-
edness in enabling people to find meaning in their role is 
highlighted in this study. Such findings are likely very similar 
for any young adult entering a new work environment, mili-
tary or otherwise. More importantly, they provide insight and 
direction on systemic actions that could be implemented to 
facilitate and improve both skills. Hence, additional research 
would help in terms of making recommendations to military 
leadership.

The study’s findings indicate the importance of soldiers 
perceiving their roles as meaningful, of soldiers’ social sup-
port networks, and of soldiers’ cognitive flexibility. These fac-
tors were found to contribute significantly to soldiers’ success 
in adapting to military service. Soldiers’ perceptions of the 
meaningfulness of their military role made the highest con-
tribution among the independent variables, with soldiers who 
perceived their military role as meaningful adapting better to 
military service.

The study’s limitations should be taken into account. First, 
the data in this study were based on subjective reporting by 
the soldiers; as such, the data may be biased and incomplete, 
as acknowledging personal difficulties is never straightfor-
ward and perhaps even less so among this age group. Second, 
the data came from a convenience sample (although they did 
come from three different military bases). Third, those who 
seek help differ from those who do not seek help in multiple 
dimensions that were not included in the analysis. Further-
more, causation should not be inferred from data collected at 
a single time point. In addition, in this study we did not investi-
gate the possibility of support offered (or not) by commanding 
officers, a factor which could play a significant role in a sol-
dier’s ability to adapt to the military environment. Likewise, 
there was no information regarding soldiers who dropped out 
of military service, perhaps due to their inability to adapt to the 
new environment. A further study taking these missing factors 
into account is, therefore, warranted.

Notwithstanding these limitations, the study makes several 
empirical and clinical contributions. Ongoing attention must 
be paid to soldiers in noncombat positions. In Israel, where 
military service is compulsory, soldiers in “blue-collar” posi-
tions may have less opportunity for advancement in the future. 
Therefore, they need ongoing attention.

Another population that needs ongoing attention is soldiers 
who seek help from an MHO. These soldiers indeed report 
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lower resources and feel lower adjustment. The contribution 
of personal and environmental resources to military service 
adaptation reflects soldiers’ experiences in their military roles 
and highlights the distress of soldiers with weaker social 
resources. The military infrastructure’s acknowledgment of 
the impact of these factors may lead to better preparation 
of soldiers for their intended roles and may constitute yet 
another layer in the establishment of effective and successful 
preparation programs for military service.

Finally, a significant contribution of this study is its 
revelation of how adaptation theories related to work 
environments can also be used in regard to the adaptation 
of soldiers to military service, specifically with soldiers in 
noncombat positions.
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