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INFORMATIONAL PLAYING CARDS ON ARMY HISTORY, TRADITIONS, 
CUSTOMS, AND COURTESIES 

 
 
Organizational culture is the pattern of shared basic values, beliefs, and assumptions of 

an organization (Ehrhart, Schneider, & Macey, 2014; Schein, 2010; Vijayakumar & Padma, 
2014). The physical manifestations of organizational culture can be symbolic or behavioral. 
Adopting common symbols and language, practicing rituals, customs, and traditions, and sharing 
organizational history and stories function to reinforce shared meaning, forge and strengthen 
interpersonal bonds, and foster feelings of belonging and closeness (Bolman & Deal, 2017; 
Ehrhart et al., 2014; Fiese et al., 2002; Karathanos, 1998; Ta Park et al., 2017; Trice & Beyer, 
1984; Vaughn, 1995). When the beliefs, values, and principles practiced by an organization 
become a part of an individual’s identity, the individual has identified with the organization 
(Ashforth, Harrison, & Carley, 2008; Pratt, 1998). Strong organizational identification is 
associated with positive organizational outcomes: employees who strongly identify with their 
organization are more likely to be involved in, speak positively about, and remain in their 
organization (Arnett, German, & Hunt, 2003; Mael & Ashforth, 1992; Woodruff, 2017). Among 
U.S. Soldiers, those who identified with the Army had higher levels of satisfaction and retention 
(Woodruff, 2017).  

 
In the Army, the importance of history, traditions, customs, and courtesies is evident 

across Doctrine, Organization, Training, Materiel, Leadership and Education, Personnel, 
Facilities, and Policies (DOTMLPF-P). When new recruits join the Army, they are taught the 
basics in Army history, traditions, customs, and courtesies and are expected to conduct 
themselves professionally and to achieve the set standards. When they move on to their first and 
subsequent assignments, leaders and noncommissioned officers (NCOs) at those units are likely 
the most influential people to directly or indirectly further Soldiers’ organizational socialization 
into the Army.  

 
Despite history, traditions, customs, and courtesies being fundamental aspects of Army 

life, some concerns have been raised about their current perceived importance (Ellis, 2018). In an 
online survey of 523 Soldiers and NCOs, Ellis (2018) found that less than half responded “yes” 
when asked whether their unit: (a) conducts in ranks inspections (23.5%), (b) conducts military 
formals (ball/dining-in) (25.2%), (c) conducts NCO calls (25.5%), (d) focuses on Army history 
and traditions (34.8%), and (e) conducts NCO induction ceremonies (48.0%). For the remaining 
four questions asked, the percentages who responded “yes” were moderate, but not particularly 
high. Specifically, the questions and percentages who responded “yes” were: (a) whether NCOs 
enforce discipline and standards (59.7%), (b) whether their organization enforces customs and 
courtesies (66.0%), (c) whether their organization conducts Noncommissioned Officer 
Development Program (NCOPDs) (66.0%), and (d) whether their organization practices drill and 
ceremony (69.0%). Such findings suggest that there may be gaps in knowledge among NCOs 
and Soldiers on Army history and traditions and that NCO professional development is not 
perceived to be conducted widely across units. Further, it appears that some traditions that instill 
and reinforce discipline, courtesy, pride, and esprit de corps are not being “handed down” and 
acculturated.  
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Playing Cards as Tools for Education 

 
The use of playing cards for education dates back to the mid-17th century in France 

(Goggin, 2004). Since the early days of the U.S. military, playing card companies have produced 
war-themed cards to commemorate famous events and people and to inform troops of their 
enemy capabilities (Bicycle Cards, n.d.). During World War II, the U.S. military issued “spotter 
cards” as educational tools for military personnel and civilian personnel to recognize allied and 
enemy aircrafts, ships, and tanks (Malone, 2008). In 2003, the U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency 
distributed “personality identification playing cards” to help coalition forces identify the “most 
wanted” members of Saddam Hussein’s regime (Burgess, 2003; Kozaryn, 2003). More recently, 
the U.S. Army created playing cards depicting weapons of foreign nations (Correll, 2019).  

 
The use of informational playing cards as tools for educating Soldiers have primarily 

been for tactical-related information, such as, foreign weapons, assets, and high value targets. In 
a previous (Foo & Wisecarver, 2021) and current effort, we are using informational playing 
cards in a novel way to impart non-tactical information. Previously, we developed a template and 
exemplar set of informational playing cards for 1st Squadron, 7th Cavalry Regiment (Foo & 
Wisecarver, 2021). In the current effort, the focus is to develop a template and exemplar playing 
cards on general Army history, traditions, customs, and courtesies. The aims of the templates and 
exemplars are to provide junior NCOs training tools to develop their Soldiers on Army customs, 
courtesies, traditions, and history as well as a method for junior NCOs to develop their own sets 
specific to their unit needs.  

 
Method and Results 

 
To develop the content for the cards, we followed the approach of the Heritage Resource 

Preservation cards (Eugene, 2008) and selected a theme for each suit. Table 1 shows the theme 
for each suit and topic for each card. The completed cards are shown in Appendix A. The topics 
for each card were chosen based on a series of interviews, focus groups, and a survey that were 
conducted with Soldiers to learn about their perceptions of Army customs, courtesies, traditions, 
and history (U.S. Army Research Institute for the Behavioral and Social Sciences, 2019). The 
text for each card was developed using Army publications and online resources. The box design 
(see Appendix B) shows Soldiers at a Basic Leader Course folding the flag to emphasize the 
traditions taught and the development of junior NCOs. A blank white section is included as part 
of the box design to allow personalization and ownership of the item. The images used on the 
cards and on the box were obtained via public domain, Department of Defense sites and from 
other sources. The sources for the images used are listed in Appendix C. 

 
Table 1 
 
Theme for Each Suit and Topic for Each Card  
 



3 
 

Card Suits 
 Spades 

(History) 
Diamonds 

(Traditions) 
Clubs 

(Customs) 
Hearts 

(Courtesies) 
A Formation of U.S. 

Army 
Unit Designations and 

Mottos 
Pride in Appearance Courtesies: A 

Foundation of Trust 
2 Von Steuben’s Blue 

Book 
Unit Awards Using the Chain of 

Command 
Flag Courtesies 

3 Professional Military 
Education 

Individual Awards Leading Others The Hand Salute 

4 Army Emblem and 
Seal 

Change of Command 
and Responsibility 

Ceremonies 

Military Bearing When to Salute 

5 Army Flag NCO Induction 
Ceremony 

Teaching Customs Cannon Salutes 

6 Campaign Streamers Competitive Events Taking Responsibility Reveille & Retreat 
7 Eras of Conflict Traditional Army 

Events 
Uniforms Rendering Respect 

8 Army Music Special Unit Events Inspections Position of Honor 
9 Military Horses Formal Social Events  Insignias, 

Designations, and 
Mottos 

Attention and Parade 
Rest 

10 Military Working 
Dogs (MWDs) 

Informal Social Events Military Colors Respect and 
Courtesies 

J NCOs in the Army The Old Guard Music Etiquette at Formal 
Events 

Q Women in the Army POW/MIA Reviews, Parades, and 
Honor Guards 

Etiquette at Informal 
Events 

K Army Commanders The Ultimate Sacrifice Funeral Customs Special Courtesies 
  

Discussion 
 
Strong organizational identification and culture build support for the underlying values of 

an organization and can increase important organizational outcomes such as satisfaction, 
retention, and commitment to the organization (Ehrhart et al., 2014; Jandeska & Kraimer, 2005; 
Schein, 2010; Sengupta & Sinha, 2005; Woodruff, 2017). The informational playing cards 
presented here are a resource for junior NCOs to further socialize their Soldiers into the Army by 
improving their knowledge regarding Army history, traditions, customs, and courtesies.  

 
Alternatively, junior NCOs can use the template presented in Table 1 to create their own 

set of playing cards more suited to the knowledge gaps and needs of their Soldiers. Blank 
playing cards are widely available online in Microsoft PowerPoint or Adobe format. Information 
on Army customs, courtesies, traditions, and history can be found on Army sites, such as, the 
U.S. Army Center of Military History (https://history.army.mil/) and the Institute of Heraldry 
(https://tioh.army.mil/). The Army Museum Enterprise 
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(https://history.army.mil/museums/index.html) and Army historians and museum personnel are 
also rich sources for obtaining relevant information.   

 
The playing card format offers junior NCOs an alternative medium for presenting 

information on Army customs, courtesies, traditions and history to Soldiers. Informational 
playing cards can be used in innovative and engaging ways to facilitate learning (Gutierrez, 
2014; Su, Cheng, & Lin, 2014). The cards are versatile in several ways - they can be used for 
individual or unit-based training, formal or informal learning, either in or outside of the 
classroom, and can be easily integrated into daily activities such as physical training. They are 
also not dependent on technology or any other equipment, making them easily accessible when 
opportunities for “hip-pocket” (unplanned) training arise. The cards are also collaborative and 
engaging because their content provides questions and discussion points that can be used 
interactively for team building activities. The versatility of the playing cards will provide junior 
NCOs and Soldiers with a resource that facilitates learning about Army history, traditions, 
customs, and courtesies in a collaborative, engaging, and time-efficient way.  

 
Future research could be conducted to determine if the informational playing cards have a 

positive impact on junior NCOs’ ability to train and develop their Soldiers. Given that junior 
NCOs have limited time to train their Soldiers, the research could also examine the most time 
efficient and most effective ways to use informational playing cards as a tool for educating 
Soldiers on Army customs, courtesies, traditions, and history in order to enhance knowledge, 
pride, and discipline and to build unit morale and esprit de corps. 
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Appendix A 
 

History, Traditions, Customs, and Courtesies Playing Cards 
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Diamonds: Traditions 
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Clubs: Customs 
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Hearts: Courtesies 
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Appendix B 
 

Playing Cards Box Cover 
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Appendix C 
 

Playing Cards Image Source List 
 

Spades Theme Source Copyright 
Information/ 

Photo by 
Ace Formation of 

U.S. Army 
https://armypubs.army.mil/ProductMaps/
PubForm/Details.aspx?PUB_ID=100971 

U.S. Army 

2 Von Steuben's 
Blue Book 

https://www.army.mil/article/29717/after
_230_years_the_blue_book_still_guides_
ncos 

U.S. Army 

3 Professional 
Military 
Education 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/usnational
archives/4209398848/ 

Mathew Brady, 
U.S. National 
Archives 

4 Army Seal and 
Emblem 

https://armypubs.army.mil/ProductMaps/
PubForm/Details.aspx?PUB_ID=100971 

U.S. Army 

5 Army Flag  https://www.amlc.army.mil/News/Photos
/igphoto/2002185822/ 

Ellen Crown, 
AMLC  

6 Campaign 
Streamers 

https://www.army.mil/article/233271/iro
n_brigade_colors_casing_ceremony 

SSG Michael 
West, 
U.S. Army 

7 Eras of Conflict https://www.usar.army.mil/WWI/Image
Gallery/igphoto/2001791728/ 

Army Reserve 
History Office, 
U.S. Army 

8 Army Music https://www.defense.gov/observe/photo-
gallery/igphoto/2001479042/ 

SSG 
Christopher S. 
Muncy, 
U.S. DoD 

9 Military Horses https://www.dvidshub.net/image/131875
5/1st-cavalry-division-horse-cavalry-
detachment 

SGT Ken Scar, 
U.S. Army 

10 Military 
Working Dogs 
(MWDs) 

https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/s
n85042345/1921-07-17/ed-1/seq-28/ 

Library of 
Congress 

J NCOs in the 
Army  

https://www.army.mil/article/75153/ U.S. Army 

Q Women in the 
Army 

https://cfmedicine.nlm.nih.gov/gallery/ph
oto_325_1.html 

Library of 
Congress 

K Army 
Commanders 

https://www.loc.gov/item/2014645183/ Library of 
Congress 
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Diamonds Theme Source Copyright 
Information/ 

Photo by 
Ace Unit 

Designations 
and Mottos 

Dr. Hayley Foo Dr. Hayley Foo, 
ARI 
U.S. Army 

2 Unit Awards https://www.army.mil/article/223863/glo
bal_command_earns_army_superior_unit
_award 

U.S. Army 

3 Individual 
Awards 

https://www.army.mil/yearinphotos/2013
/september.html 

SSG Teddy 
Wade,  
U.S. Army 

4 Change of 
Command and 
Responsibility 
Ceremonies 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/617765
4/midst-covid19-149th-brigade-conducts-
change-command 

SGT Ryan 
Wilhoit,  
U.S. Army 

5 NCO Induction 
Ceremony 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/472914
6/nco-induction 

SGT Brian 
Johnston,  
U.S. Army 

6 Competitive 
Events 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/120986
2/scouts-earn-coveted-draper-armor-
leadership-award 

SSG Lindsey 
Kibler,  
U.S. Army 

7 Traditional 
Army Events 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/35703177
@N00/11086506113/ 

SSG Regina R. 
Machine,  
U.S. Army 

8 Special Unit 
Events 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/493679/
2nd-engineers-burning-colors-2011 

U.S. Army 

9 Formal Social 
Events 

https://www.army.mil/article/38482/jtags
_shares_spring_formal_with_japanese_m
ilitary_leaders 

U.S. Army 

10 Informal Social 
Events 

https://www.amlc.army.mil/News/Photos
/igphoto/2002244806/ 

C.J. Lovelace, 
U.S. Army 

J The Old Guard https://www.dvidshub.net/image/564966
2/embassy-colombia-participates-public-
wreath-laying-ceremony-tomb-unknown-
soldier 

Elizabeth Fraser, 
U.S. Army 

Q POW/MIA https://www.army.mil/yearinphotos/2015
/june.html 

SGT Eric M. 
LaClair,  
U.S. Marine 
Corps 

K The Ultimate 
Sacrifice 

https://www.arlingtoncemetery.mil/Photo
-of-the-Week/Term/17/Snow 

Rachel Larue, 
U.S. Army 

 
 



C-3 
 

Clubs Theme Source Copyright 
Information/ 

Photo by 
Ace Pride in 

Appearance 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/theoldgua
rd/49507915898/in/album-
72157713030245542/ 

SGT Nicholas 
T. Holmes,  
U.S. Army 

2 Using the Chain 
of Command 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/516858
8/inspecting-sword 

SGT Melissa N. 
Lessard,  
U.S. Army 

3 Leading Others https://www.flickr.com/photos/soldiersm
ediacenter/48013847761/in/photostream/ 

Markus 
Rauchenberger, 
U.S. Army 

4 Military 
Bearing 

https://www.army.mil/yearinphotos/2014
/december.html 

U.S. Army 

5 Teaching 
Customs 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/609893
6/1st-infantry-division-forward-hosts-
soldier-month-board 

SPC Cody 
Wolfgang 
Kellum,  
U.S. Army 
National Guard 

6 Taking 
Responsibility 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/556325
2/training-ncos-take-responsibility 

SSG Jim 
Heuston,  
U.S. Army 
National Guard 

7 Uniforms https://www.dvidshub.net/image/402243
6/army-shows-off-pinks-and-greens 

Ron Lee,  
U.S. Army 

8 Inspections https://history.army.mil/html/artphoto/pri
pos/prponco.html 

U.S. Army 

9 Insignias, 
Designations, 
and Mottos 

Dr. Hayley Foo Dr. Hayley Foo, 
ARI, 
U.S. Army  

10 Military Colors https://www.army.mil/article/127590/clas
s_64_students_don_black_and_gold_in_
college_graduation_ceremony 

U.S. Army 

J Music https://www.army.mil/yearinphotos/2016 
and 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/theoldgua
rd/26144123732/in/photostream/ 

SGT Cody W. 
Torkelson,  
U.S. Army 

Q Reviews, 
Parades, and 
Honor Guards 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/soldiersm
ediacenter/8386754794/in/photostream/ 

SPC David M. 
Sharp,  
U.S. Army 

K Funeral 
Customs 

https://www.army.mil/yearinphotos/2019 Elizabeth Fraser, 
U.S. Army 
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Hearts Theme Source Copyright 
Information/ 

Photo by 
Ace Courtesies: A 

Foundation of 
Trust 

https://www.defense.gov/observe/photo-
gallery/igphoto/2002245093/ 

SPC Ezra 
Camarena,  
U.S. Army 

2 Flag Courtesies https://www.af.mil/News/Photos/igphoto/
2000947866/ 

Airman 1st 
Class Harry 
Brexel,  
U.S. Air Force 

3 The Hand 
Salute 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/192035
5/salute 

SGT Ken Scar, 
U.S. Army 

4 When to Salute https://www.dvidshub.net/image/559742
0/1st-cab-changes-command-germany 

SGT Patrick 
Jubrey,  
U.S. Army 

5 Cannon Salutes https://www.army.mil/yearinphotos/2013
/may.html 

SGT Eric-James 
Estrada,  
U.S. Army 

6 Reveille and 
Retreat 

https://www.army.mil/yearinphotos/2013
/august.html 

SGT Jessi Ann 
McCormick, 
U.S. Army 

7 Rendering 
Respect 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/542314
4/green-beret-greets-world-war-ii-veteran 

SGT Henry 
Villarama,  
U.S. Army 

8 Position of 
Honor 

https://www.armyupress.army.mil/Journa
ls/NCO-
Journal/Archives/2017/October/Leader-
Development/ 

Eboni L. 
Everson Myart, 
U.S. Army 

9 Attention and 
Parade Rest 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/616060
5/hg20-2-krabi-opening-ceremony 

SPC Ezra 
Camarena,  
U.S. Army 

10 Respect and 
Courtesies 

https://www.defense.gov/observe/photo-
gallery/igphoto/2002233770/ 

Francis S. 
Trachta,  
U.S. Army 

J Etiquette at 
Formal Events 

https://www.goodfellow.af.mil/Newsroo
m/Art/igphoto/2001553769/ 

Airman 1st 
Class Randall 
Moose,  
U.S. Air Force 

Q Etiquette at 
Informal Events 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/973419/
21st-signal-brigade-org-day 

SGT Stephen J. 
Schmitz,  
U.S. Army 

K Special 
Courtesies 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/552871
1/staff-sgt-david-bellavia-post-moh-
ceremony 

SSG Kevin Ro, 
U.S. Army 
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Other 
Cards 

Theme Source Copyright 
Information/ 

Photo by 
Back of 
card 

Flags-In at 
ANC 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/621845
3/flags-2020 

Elizabeth Fraser, 
U.S. Army 

Box Soldiers train 
in tradition 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/614006
3/soldiers-train-tradition 

SPC Khylee 
Woodford,  
U.S. Army 
Reserve 
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