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On 23 June the well respected Howard League for Penal Reform
published their report on ex-serving armed forces personnel in
prison.1 The league’s remit was to find out why somany of these
people become involved in the criminal justice system, to
explore the problems facing them on transition back into civilian
life, and to look at the reasons underlying their offending
behaviour. It is hoped that the report can provide information
on how these individuals’ needs can best be met both in prison
and in the community.
Concerns about how service personnel will reintegrate into
society after war are nothing new. After the second world war,
returning veterans were often seen less as heroes and more as
potential social problems with violence and offending high on
the list of concerns.2 Since 2001, more than 160 000 UK regular
and reserve forces have been deployed in Iraq, Afghanistan, or
both counties. There have been many accounts in the media of
the challenges these individuals face in their transition back to
civilian life, including problems related to housing, mental
health, employment, relationship breakdown, and substance
misuse,3 but also aggression, violent offending, and
incarceration.4

Research examining the effects of war on psychological
functioning has focused mainly on clinical outcomes, such as
post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety, and depression,5 6 but a
growing body of research from the United States shows a link
between combat exposure and subsequent increased self reported
aggression, antisocial behaviour, and criminal behaviour.7 8 The
National Association of Probation Officers, using unverified
self reports of military service by prison inmates, estimated that
9.1% of English and Welsh prisoners have served in the armed
forces.9TheDefence Analytical Services Agency of theMinistry
of Defence estimated a figure of 3.5% using a more robust
method of record linkage between prison census data and
Ministry of Defence personnel records.10 Their analyses showed
that although ex-serving personnel are less likely than the
general population to offend, they are more likely to be in prison
for violent and sexual offences, and they make up the largest
single occupational group in prison.

However, such one dimensional statistics do not explain why
these individuals end up in prison. The general acceptance that
it is related to their experiences during military service9
overlooks the fact that the armed forces recruit from areas of
social deprivation and higher crime,11 all of which are associated
with subsequent offending, irrespective of any impact of military
service. Research also shows that most service leavers do well
after discharge.12

The report from the Howard League for Penal Reform drew on
the opinions of politicians, military leaders, academics, and
service charity practitioners. The report also includes interviews
with 29 non-randomly selected ex-serving inmates, who were
mainly convicted of serious violent offences.1 Three main,
although overlapping, groups of vulnerable people emerged:
those from severely disadvantaged backgrounds who were
involved in crime before they joined the forces; those who
experienced difficulty in the forces, such as mental health
problems or physical injury, which led to early discharge; and
those who had successful armed forces careers but had difficulty
adjusting to civilian life.
Not surprisingly, the report’s conclusions emphasise the role
of alcohol, social exclusion, and financial problems in offending.
Perhaps more surprisingly, given the general themes of media
coverage, they found less evidence that homelessness was a
major problem, or that post-traumatic stress disorder or other
occupational psychiatric injuries that service personnel are
exposed to played a major part. This is in keeping with the
evidence from the King’s Centre for Military Health Research
(KCMHR) cohort that although post-traumatic stress disorder
is a problem for some people who have served (2-7%, depending
on combat role and regular or reserve status), alcohol is a larger
problem during and after service.5 The Howard League also
drew attention to the relatively long time periods between
leaving the forces and offending in the admittedly small sample,
which again raises questions of a causal link between service
and serious offending.
Multiple factors therefore contribute to ex-serving personnel
ending up in the criminal justice system. But data are needed
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on the relative contributions of pre-service adversity, military
experiences, and post-service life. Such data are crucial—firstly,
because any interventions need to be based on an understanding
of the risk factors and critical pathways operating, and secondly,
as a matter of policy. The current debate around the Military
Covenant, likely to be adopted into law via the latest Armed
Forces Bill, is built around two relevant themes. Firstly, that
society has a duty to compensate for any injuries or
disadvantages that have occurred as a result of military service
(but not those that result from factors whose impact began before
service), and, secondly, that there should be rewards for the
specific nature of military service—that is, that higher duty is
owed to those who have been prepared to sacrifice their lives
in their country’s service.
To this end, a large scale study linking the KCMHR cohort data
on more than 13 000 UK military personnel to all conviction
records,5 both before and after military service, is looking at the
relative contributions of pre-military factors, deployment and
combat, and finally post-deployment mental health and
substance misuse to any conviction and self reported violent
behaviour. Individuals in prisonmake up only a small proportion
of those who offend, and the issues around offending behaviour
in ex-service personnel are not restricted to criminal convictions
and incarceration, although that is the focus of the Howard
League’s report, but also violent and antisocial behaviour that
does not result in conviction.
The Howard League’s report concludes that “for the majority,
service in the forces significantly improves life opportunities.”
But some veterans do end up in prison, and it is reasonable for
us to consider whether our society is doing everything possible
to reduce that number.
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