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Introduction





When British combat troops withdraw in 2014, their operation in Afghanistan will have lasted thirteen years. During that time, as a result of their commitments in that country, as well as Iraq, Libya and throughout the world, our Armed Forces have been in the public eye for longer and to a greater degree than at any time since the Second World War.


This year, we mark thirty years since our Forces liberated the Falkland Islands from invasion.


By the end of 2015, some 17,000 of our Service personnel will have been made redundant. Most of them will be looking for new civilian careers at a time when jobs are hard to come by.


For all of these reasons, it is an appropriate time to take stock of our relationship with our Armed Forces and the men and women who serve in them. How do we in Britain see our military? Do we think Service personnel, and former personnel, get the recognition we believe they deserve? What is the perspective of those currently serving in the Forces, and those who have recently done so? What impressions do employers have of the kind of person they would be taking on if they hired someone leaving the Services?


To explore these questions – with the kind permission of the Chief of the Defence Staff, General Sir David Richards, and organisational help from the Ministry of Defence – I have conducted a unique independent survey of military personnel, together with focus groups of members of the Army, Royal Air Force, Royal Navy and Royal Marines. Research was also carried out among former Service personnel, the general public, and those responsible for recruitment in small and medium sized businesses (which provide the bulk of jobs). Further focus groups among personnel in the US Armed Services and a poll of the American public have offered an instructive comparison for the way public support can find tangible expression.


The purpose of this work is not to ask whether the government does enough for the troops, whether public resources are allocated in the right way, or to assess the provision available to serving or former personnel. That is a separate debate. Here I am interested the perceptions of the Forces and wider society about the relationship that exists between them. There is more to a society than its government.


Not surprisingly, we found public support for the military to be very high, both in absolute terms and in comparison to other popular British institutions like the NHS and the BBC. Service personnel felt this to be the case, and that support had increased in recent years; indeed those who had served longest often said public esteem for the Forces was higher than they had ever known it. However, Service personnel felt – as most of the public readily admitted – that most people outside the military know little or nothing about day-to-day life in the Forces. Some of those we spoke to in more senior ranks were concerned that, since the improvement in public support was down to greater visibility in recent years, so it might begin to wane after current missions ended.


Also not surprisingly, the public had a very high regard for serving personnel, though they tended to think many of them probably joined in the first place for want of any other option. When speaking about individual members of the Forces people would usually mention, before very long, what they regarded as the very high risk of their being injured or killed. In the poll, more than nine out of ten thought it was common or very common for personnel leaving the Forces to have some kind of physical, emotional or mental health problem (though personnel themselves did not seem to share this view). It was also the public’s strong impression that official provision for those with very serious injuries, such as the loss of a limb, must be inadequate, since they seemed to have to rely on charities for their care. In turn, some personnel were concerned that although the public view of Service personnel was mainly characterised by pride and respect, the profile of charities like Help For Heroes and the Wootton Bassett repatriation ceremonies – both of which personnel admired and appreciated greatly – had combined to create a situation whereby sympathy had come to play a significant part in the public attitude to the Forces. Gratitude for their work was appropriate, as was appreciation of the hardships they endure and the personal risks they take, but the last thing members of the Forces wanted was for people to feel sorry for them.


There have rightly been moves in recent years to encourage personnel to wear their uniform in public outside ceremonial occasions. Some are still reluctant to do this, but most of those who do so have encountered a positive response from the public. More than half of all personnel had been approached by strangers offering thanks and support, and some had been bought drinks or been offered discounts in shops or other businesses.


Shockingly, though, more than one in five members of the Forces said they had experienced strangers shouting abuse at them while wearing their uniform in public in the UK in the last five years. Nearly one in twenty said they had experienced violence or attempted violence. Forces personnel, of all people, can take care of themselves – but it is absolutely unacceptable for those who serve to be treated in this way.


Those responsible for these incidents naturally represent a tiny minority of the population. Goodwill towards Service personnel is abundant, though people are often unsure how it can be expressed appropriately. In our survey, two thirds of the American public said they had personally thanked a member of the Armed Forces or could see themselves doing so. This compared to just over a quarter of the public in Britain. Of those in Britain who said they could not imagine doing this, more than half said this was because they would be embarrassed, or they thought the person in uniform would be embarrassed. But the serving personnel we spoke to were usually pleased and encouraged when people took the trouble to speak to them – not to ask about their experiences, which they quite understandably do not want to discuss, but to offer a quiet word of thanks and support. It is something we could do more often.


Nearly two thirds of the public said they thought there was too little recognition for the Armed Forces in British society. Those who disagreed tended to stress that they appreciated what they did, but people who joined the military chose their careers and did not need to be put on a pedestal. Personnel were more likely to say there was too little recognition of veterans than that there was too little for those currently in the Forces; veterans in turn said it was those still serving who should be acknowledged. Officers were the least likely to say there should be more recognition; those at junior levels were more likely to say that more would be welcome.


When it came to what form any greater recognition could take, discussion often turned to the American way of doing things. Both Service personnel and the public had the impression that Americans went somewhat over the top in extolling their military. The custom of asking members of the Services to stand for the applause of the crowd at sports or entertainment events, for example, seemed rather alien to many of the British personnel who had experienced it. (American personnel for their part also sometimes said they found it uncomfortable, but that it served a useful purpose in showing younger members, particularly those who had been injured, that they were appreciated. They also believed it helped reinforce the standing of Service personnel, underlining their role in protecting America’s freedoms and signalling to children that they deserved respect – a particularly important factor for those who remembered how many veterans were treated on their return from Vietnam).


Despite their scepticism about the exuberant American manner of celebrating their military, British personnel who had visited the United States had enjoyed its culture of appreciation for members of the Services. “The American model without the cringe factor” (or “the good stuff without the high fives”) summed up what would be the ideal situation for many British personnel. The most tangible example of this was the routine availability of military discounts in a wide variety of businesses. This made them feel valued, as well as allowing a slightly higher standard of living, especially for more junior ranks.


A quarter of British Forces said in our survey that they had spontaneously been offered military discounts in the UK. About two thirds said they sometimes asked for one, and about half of these said this sometimes worked. Still, many did not like to ask, not just for fear of refusal but to avoid the embarrassment of a delay while the assistant went to ask a manager while a queue built up. When asked what one extra thing society could do to recognise them, wider availability of well-advertised Forces discounts were the most frequent suggestion from current personnel. A number of companies already offer such discounts – it would be a fitting gesture of support for more to join them.


Often, personnel emphasised that a bigger priority was for them not to be disadvantaged in society because they were in the Forces. Several noted that, where these disadvantages were related to access to public services, the Armed Forces Covenant was an acknowledgement that problems existed and an attempt to address them – though some personnel said they would reserve judgment until they saw practical changes to back up the good intentions.


A number of personnel gave examples of problems they faced in their dealings with private businesses. Nearly three quarters of those serving overseas said they had experienced companies refusing to deliver to British Forces Post Office (BFPO) addresses. Many companies seemed not to understand that a BFPO address is not an overseas address, or charged over the odds for delivering goods to them. BFPO and Royal Mail have recently introduced a new database to make it easier for systems to recognise BFPO addresses; companies should make sure they take advantage of it.


Personnel also frequently complained that their inevitably regular changes of address counted against them when it came to credit checks, even though they had a secure job with a good income, and in many cases owned a property. More than a quarter said they had been refused a mortgage, loan or credit card in the last five years, and nearly one in five had had trouble getting a mobile phone contract.


When it came to looking towards leaving the Forces, the biggest concern among current personnel was finding a good job. As a whole, they were more likely to think their pay, job satisfaction, job security, other benefits, and overall package would be worse in their future civilian role than it was in the Forces. This was partly because they recognised their combination of pay, subsidised housing, pension provision and other facilities made their current package quite competitive.


However, the widespread pessimism about future prospects also sprang from the fear that civilian employers would not understand what they had to offer as a result of their time in the Forces. Most were confident in their own skills, and many young personnel in particular had had responsibilities well beyond those of most civilians of the same age. They also acknowledged that a good deal of support and advice was available to Service leavers to help them find and apply for civilian jobs. The bigger barrier, they felt, was that employers with no experience of military people – which was to say, most of them – would not grasp how their skills and experience would be useful to a civilian organisation, or may even avoid them, fearing they would be institutionalised or difficult to work with.


Among some in the more junior ranks, particularly in the infantry, the problem was worse because they themselves probably underestimated what they had to offer a future employer. Despite their experience, and the opportunities available to them, many felt that when they left the Forces they would effectively be starting their careers from scratch, perhaps even competing with school leavers for unskilled jobs.


Our survey found that employers regard former Forces personnel in a positive light, but may well underestimate what they have to offer. The characteristics they thought Service leavers were most likely to possess to a greater degree than their civilian counterparts were rather generic: ability to follow instructions, the capacity to work well under stress, time management, a positive attitude to work. They do have these characteristics, and they are important. But they have more to offer than that. Bluntly, there is more to former Service personnel than reliability and shiny shoes.


This is particularly true when it comes to management – one of the roles employers said they found hardest to fill. A quarter of employers thought those who had served in the other ranks were unlikely to have people management skills. Yet as we were regularly reminded, the bulk of the day-to-day leadership and motivation of personnel is not done by officers. Even relatively junior ranks often have leadership experience and other responsibilities that their civilian contemporaries would find it hard to compete with. These functions are often exercised in situations of extreme pressure that require them to think on their feet – yet more than a fifth of employers thought other ranks were unlikely to be able to come up with creative solutions to problems, and a quarter thought them unlikely to be able to make decisions independently.


It is unrealistic to expect the Forces comprehensively to educate employers about the attributes of their personnel – their responsibility is to defend the country, after all – and many employers will naturally not have come across former Service members. So my call to employers who are recruiting is to think more about the experiences and skills of those leaving the Forces, and what they could have to offer an organisation.


Finally, I do not claim to have set out here a comprehensive programme for the proper recognition of the Forces. Some ideas have emerged, however. If you see a member of the Services in uniform and you appreciate what they do, go and tell them so. If you are in a position to offer discounts to military personnel, and to make sure they are aware of it, it is a gesture they will appreciate. If your company ships products to consumers but does not deliver to BFPO addresses, or charges more than it could for doing so, put that right. If your business provides services on the basis of credit checks to individuals, make sure you recognise that for someone in the Forces, frequent changes of address do not necessarily mean they are a bad risk. And if you are an employer, consider actively recruiting people leaving the Services, not just because of what they have done for the country but because of what they could do for you.


How British society can appropriately recognise its Armed Forces is a question that needs further discussion and debate. I hope the findings of this study will contribute to that debate and ultimately benefit those who have served, or serve today.
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