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The Public Service Pay Commission (PSPC) was established in 2016 to advise the 
Government on public service remuneration policy across a range of sectors, including the 
Civil Service, local authorities, non-commercial state agencies, and the health, education, 
justice and defence sectors. In progressing its work, the PSPC uses and analyses existing 
datasets and reports, as prepared and published by existing state and other agencies, as 
appropriate. The first report1 of the Commission identified particular recruitment and 
retention issues within the health sector, the Defence Forces, and specific grades and 
specialisms within the Civil Service and public service. 

The Commission adopted a modular approach to the issues identified, and Module 1 
examined recruitment and retention issues in respect of nurses, midwives, non-consultant 
hospital doctors and hospital consultants in the public health service. The report2 of Module 
1 contains the Commission’s conclusions and recommendations in relation to those 
professional categories. The conclusions reached were based on the Commission’s 
assessment of a very considerable body of evidence. Module 1 of the Engage to Change 
Study,3 which has been published separately by the PSPC, was included as one element of 
this body of evidence. Module 2a of the Engage to Change Study focused on recruitment and 
retention of a range of allied health professionals including dental surgeons, paramedics, 
psychologists and radiographers. 

Module 2b focused on presenting the findings on issues arising in respect of recruitment and 
retention for a number of specialist streams in the Defence Forces. This current report, 
Module 3, is a continuation of the previous modules and focuses on personnel in the 
Defence Forces who were not included in Module 2b. 

The overall aim of the study is to carry out: 

a nationally representative study on recruitment and retention of personnel within 
the Defence Forces. 

The key objectives of this study are to: 

1. describe key issues arising in respect of recruitment and retention among personnel 
within the Defence Forces 

2. take account of the wide range of potential drivers that influence recruitment and 
retention across a range of characteristics 

3. provide a report to the PSPC on key findings emerging from the study to assist in the 
identification of salient policy options to address any identified recruitment and/or 
retention difficulties for these personnel. 

A detailed scoping review of the literature was conducted to inform the Engage to Change 
Module 1 study and is available in the published research report3 on Module 1. The review 
highlighted a number of issues that recur in the literature and that are also relevant to this 
study, including the national and international context for retention and recruitment and the 
impact of shortages of key personnel and turnover on a range of outcomes. The review also 
highlighted and considered issues relating to recruitment. 

A key purpose of the scoping review of the literature was to identify the ways in which issues 
relating to retention and recruitment are measured. It considered a number of studies, 
including national and cross-national surveys and systematic reviews of key areas, 
particularly in the context of the concepts measured. The review highlighted key issues 
relating to the work undertaken by personnel (e.g. the type of work, the workload); the work 
environment (e.g. the availability of supports); the organisational context and culture (e.g. 
opportunities for development, interpersonal relationships); and individual characteristics 
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(e.g. age, gender). Impacts and attitudes of personnel (e.g. burnout, engagement) were also 
identified as important, and these issues were considered particularly in respect of reasons 
given for staying in or leaving a job, an organisation or a profession. 

A search of the literature identified recent studies relevant to this Module. Both qualitative4 
and quantitative5 studies commissioned by the Irish Defence Forces were reviewed and 
these studies provided rich understandings of the current context and situation for Irish 
Defence Forces personnel. The UK Regular Armed Forces Continuous Attitude Survey Results 
20176 also provided helpful insights into the lives of military personnel in the UK and 
assisted in identifying relevant scales and indexes to measure key issues arising in this 
population. The content and focus of the Module 3 survey were developed based on the 
scoping review of the literature, studies undertaken with relevant personnel in the Irish and 
UK contexts, and national policy and other documentation. In addition, a number of initial 
interviews with officers, non-commissioned officers and privates from the army, naval 
service and air corps were conducted and key issues were identified from these interviews. 
These, along with the Module 1, Module 2a and Module 2b surveys and conceptual 
framework, were used as the starting point for the creation of a conceptual and analytic 
framework for Module 3 and for the development of relevant instrumentation. 
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Conceptual and analytic framework for the study 

The impetus for this study emerged from significant concerns and challenges arising with 
regard to retaining and recruiting personnel in the public services in Ireland; this report 
specifically focuses on personnel in the Defence Forces who were not part of the previous 
Defence Forces study (Module 2b). As set out in the terms of reference for the study, its 
focus is on carrying out a comprehensive examination and analysis of recruitment and 
retention issues among personnel in the Defence Forces. The PSPC’s terms of reference for 
the study identified a number of potential areas to be taken into account in the study – 
specifically: 

 areas that can influence or have an impact on key aspects of work – for example, 
satisfaction with aspects of the job, features of the job’s design (such as perceived 
levels of autonomy and impact), features of the work environment and culture (such 
as co-worker and manager support), levels of fit with the job’s group and 
organisation, and how demanding the job is; 

 Impacts and outcomes themselves – for example, organisational commitment, 
intentions to leave or search for another job, job satisfaction (global), prior 
expectations and the reality of the role, levels of work engagement and/or burnout, 
perceptions of other employers, and other relevant HR practices and organisational 
issues. 

In agreement with the PSPC, the dependent variable, referred to as the ‘outcome’ in this 
study, is intention to leave the organisation. 

The following conceptualisation was used to guide this study; it is based on the terms of 
reference, the scoping review of the literature conducted for Module 1, the interviews with 
personnel and the conceptual framework developed for Module 1. Figure 1 shows the 
conceptual framework for the study. Measures are categorised into individual and 
employment characteristics; perceptions of the job, the organisation and the wider 
employment context; impacts; and outcome. 

 Individual and employment characteristics capture demographic information (e.g. 
age, gender, highest level of qualification) and employment information (e.g. 
employment grade, area of work, year of entry to the Defence Forces). 

 Perceptions of job, organisation and wider employment context capture 
respondents’ perceptions of various aspects of their work, job and wider 
employment conditions (e.g. autonomy, impact, satisfaction with pay, perceptions 
of co-workers and of manager, job alternatives). These in turn may ‘drive’ impacts. 

 Impacts are more global indicators of the quality of respondents’ working lives. 
These include job satisfaction, burnout and organisational commitment. 

 Outcome measure turnover intent (i.e. intention to leave the Defence Forces). 

This framework guided the questionnaire design and the quantitative analyses, and the 
framework in Figure 1 provides examples of the measures included. This figure differentiates 
between the independent variables (Block 1: individual, employment and structural 
characteristics; Block 2: perceptions of the job and organisation; Block 3: impacts) and the 
dependent variable of intention to leave the organisation. 
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Figure 1: Conceptual framework for the study 

 

The theoretical framework underpinning the study is that: 

Individual and employment characteristics lead to variations in perceptions of the job 
and the organisation. These can drive impact measures, which in turn predict 
intention to leave. 
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Overview of structure of report 

The following section, Section 2, presents the methodology relating to the quantitative and 
qualitative studies carried out in this module and includes the aim and objectives of the 
study, the overall approach, the research design and limitations of the study. Section 3 
presents the findings. These are presented in seven parts: 

 Part 1, based on the quantitative study, provides a profile of the respondents’ 
perceptions of the job and perceptions of the organisation. 

 Part 2 describes recruitment issues arising and includes both quantitative and qualitative 
findings. 

 Part 3 presents an overview of retention issues based on the quantitative findings, 
including the percentages of respondents who intended to stay in and leave the Defence 
Forces, their ratings of the relevance of a range of factors in their intentions to stay or 
leave, and a comparison of the coded text responses. 

 Part 4 presents an overall regression analysis of respondents’ intention to leave the 
Defence Forces. 

 Part 5 describes the quantitative and qualitative findings arising in respect of officers. 

 Part 6 describes the quantitative and qualitative findings arising in respect of non-
commissioned officers. 

 Part 7 describes the quantitative and qualitative findings arising in respect of privates. 
 

Section 4 presents a driver analysis of the interrelationships between the perception 
measures and impact measures that are significantly associated with intention to leave the 
organisation. 

Section 5 summarises the conclusions arising from this report. 



 

11 

 

Section 2: Methodology 

This section presents the methodology relating to the quantitative and qualitative studies in 
this module. It includes the aim and objectives of the study, the overall approach adopted, 
information on the research design (including pilot testing and data collection) and some 
limitations arising. 
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Aim and objectives of the study 

The overall aim of the study is: 

To carry out a nationally representative study on recruitment and retention of 
personnel within the Defence Forces. 

The key objectives of this study are to: 

1. describe key issues arising in respect of recruitment and retention among personnel 
within the Defence Forces 

2. take account of the wide range of potential drivers that influence retention and 
recruitment across a range of characteristics 

3. provide a report to the Public Service Pay Commission (PSPC) on key findings 
emerging from the study to assist in the identification of salient policy options to 
address any identified recruitment and/or retention difficulties for these personnel. 
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Overall approach adopted 

This study uses a mixed methods sequential explanatory design. An online survey 
methodology was used to collect quantitative data from each group. In addition, focus 
groups and individual interviews were conducted with individuals from a range of areas and 
ranks in the Defence Forces. 

Several sources were used to develop the content and focus of the surveys: the scoping 
review of the literature presented in the findings of the Module 1 report, quantitative and 
qualitative studies of the Defence Forces in Ireland and the armed forces in the UK4,5,6, 
national policy and other documentation, and initial interviews with individuals from the 
Defence Forces. The Module 1, 2a and 2b surveys and conceptual framework were used as a 
starting point for the work on Module 3. 

Additional issues, specific to the Defence Forces, considered in this module include job 
demands and responsibility overload. 

An overview of the process is presented in Figure 2. 

Figure 2: Key elements of the study process used for Module 3 

 

Development of research design 

Questionnaire development 

Identification of a sampling frame 

Pilot study 

Main quantitative data collections 

Analysis of quantitative data 

Individual and focus group interviews 

Analysis of qualitative data 

Report on findings 
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Research design 

The research design was developed and agreed in consultation with, and with advice from, 
the PSPC and its advisors (Professor Edel Conway and Dr Yseult Freeney, Dublin City 
University Business School). Key elements included in the development of the research 
design were: 

 key stakeholders to be included in the research 

 sampling strategy 

 topics to be addressed in the research 

 recruitment of key stakeholders 

 groups for sub-analysis. 

Questionnaire development 

The questionnaire was developed through: 

 review and adaptation of the content of the Module 1, 2a and 2b surveys 

 identification of relevant questions from the Irish and UK studies previously 
mentioned 

 contact with the developers of previously validated scales and indexes 

 advice from researchers with expertise in the area (including the PSPC’s advisors on 
this study) 

 pre-testing and interviews with individuals from the Defence Forces. 

Overview of questionnaires 

The questionnaires were divided into four sections with an additional short fifth section for 
respondents who had been in their current job for two years or less (‘new recruits’). This 
fifth section was positioned at the end of ‘about your job’: 

 Section 1: about your job 

 Section 2: about your workplace 

 Section 3: job intentions 

 Section 4: about you. 

The questionnaires included, for the most part, previously tested and validated scales 
and/or indexes. A small number of open-ended (text) responses were also included. Key 
components of the questionnaires are presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1: Overview of survey content for personnel in the Defence Forces 

Section Content 

 Total number of questions: 48 

Your job 
Employment characteristics, e.g. area of service, rank, year of 
joining the Defence Forces, managerial responsibility 

Your job 
Three most positive aspects of job and three aspects most in 
need of change (text response) 

Your job Engagement 

Your job Autonomy 

Your job Satisfaction with work–life planning 

Your job Impact1  

Your job Global job satisfaction2 

Your job Job satisfaction (specific)3 

Your job Satisfaction with pay and allowances 

Your job Satisfaction with pension 

Your job Burnout 

Your job Job demands 

Your job  Responsibility overload  

Your job Information sharing and decision making 

Your job Effort–reward ratio 

Your job Satisfaction with accommodation 

Your job Working hours and schedule 

Your job Paid and unpaid overtime 

Recruitment (those in a new 
role in previous two years) 

Job expectations 

Recruitment (those in a new 
role in previous two years) 

Recruitment process 

Your workplace Organisational commitment 

Your workplace Training and promotion opportunities 

Your workplace Peer support and respect 

Your workplace Perceptions of manager support 

Your workplace Job alternatives 

Job intentions Intention to leave Defence Forces 

Job intentions Relevance of factors to job intentions 

About you Years working in current specialism, Defence Forces and job 

About you 
Demographics: age group, gender, place of birth, highest 
educational qualification 

About you Usual time taken to get to work 

 

                                                           

1 This refers to impact on others’ lives.  
2 This is an overall measure of job satisfaction 
3 This measure mainly focuses on aspects of the job relating to access and standard of personnel equipment, 
access and standard of major equipment (e.g. vehicles and systems), and, the standard of the working 
environment and general infrastructure.  
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The 23 indexes, including brief descriptions and sources, are presented in Table 2. Index 
reliabilities for each group in the present study are presented in the Data Appendix. Among 
the indexes, all display very good reliability (.7 or higher). 

While most of the scales are positive, meaning that higher scores indicate a positive 
outcome, some are negative, whereby higher scores indicate a less positive outcome. The six 
negative index measures in the present study are responsibility overload, job demands, 
burnout, effort–reward ratio, commuting pressure and intention to leave (see Table 2). The 
job alternatives index may be interpreted as either positive or negative, depending on one’s 
point of view. This measure assesses the extent to which respondents perceive similar or 
more attractive employment to be available to them. Therefore, on the one hand the 
measure is positive in that higher scores indicate a positive employment market; on the 
other hand, it is negative in that higher scores may indicate a draw to employment 
elsewhere. 

The effort–reward ratio is unique in that it is a ratio of two indexes: effort divided by reward. 
To calculate the effort–reward ratio, the sum of the three negatively scored effort items is 
multiplied by 2.333 (since there are 2.333 more reward items) and divided by the seven 
positively scored reward items. In this way, a ratio of 1.0 indicates that effort put in is 
equivalent to reward received, a ratio above 1.0 indicates that effort exceeds reward, and a 
ratio below 1.0 indicates that reward exceeds effort (Siegrist et al.7 give a detailed 
description of how this measure is calculated). 

The index measures can be classified as perceptions, impacts or outcomes, in line with the 
conceptual framework for the present study (described in the Introduction). 

 Perceptions capture respondents’ views about various aspects of their work, job and 
organisation (e.g. autonomy, impact, satisfaction with pay and allowances, peer 
support and respect, and perceptions of manager support). The job alternatives 
index captures information about respondents’ perceptions of the wider 
employment context. These perceptions in turn may drive impacts. 

 Impacts are more global indicators of the quality of respondents’ working lives. 
These include job satisfaction (global), burnout and organisational commitment. 

 The outcome consists of the index that measures intention to leave the Defence 
Forces. 

This classification of indexes is relevant when considering the results of the regression 
analyses presented in Parts 4 and 5 of Section 3 (Findings) and Section 4. 

Table 2: Questionnaire index names, descriptions and sources  

Index name Description Direction Perception/impact Source 

Engagement 
Feeling enthusiastic 
and inspired about job 

Positive Impact 
Utrecht Work 
Engagement Scale8 

Autonomy 
Perception of freedom 
and independence in 
day-to-day work 

Positive Perception 

Part of a multi-
dimensional measure 
of psychological 
empowerment in the 
workplace9 

Satisfaction with 
work–life planning 

Extent to which work 
demands allow for non-
work planning and 
activities 

Positive Impact 
UK Regular Armed 
Forces Continuous 
Attitude Survey6 

Impact 
Belief that job has a 
significant impact on 
others’ lives 

Positive Perception 
Part of multi-
dimensional measure 
of psychological 
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Index name Description Direction Perception/impact Source 

empowerment in the 
workplace9 

Satisfaction with 
pay and allowances 

Level of satisfaction 
with pay and 
allowances 

Positive Perception 

Irish Civil Service 
Employee Engagement 
Survey (CSEES)10; two 
items specific to the 
Defence Forces added 

Satisfaction with 
pension 

Level of satisfaction 
with pension conditions 
and entitlements 

Positive Perception 
Based on the work of 
de Bresser and van 
Soest11 

Job satisfaction 
(specific) 

Level of satisfaction 
with specific aspects of 
the job such as 
personal / major 
equipment, systems 
and infrastructure 

Positive Impact 

Copenhagen 
Psychosocial 
Questionnaire12, with 
adaptations to match 
the specific work 
contexts of the survey 
group 

Job satisfaction 
(global) 

General/global level of 
job satisfaction 

Positive Impact 
Copenhagen 
Psychosocial 
Questionnaire12 

Burnout 
Feelings of work-
related burnout 

Negative Impact 
Oldenburg Burnout 
Inventory13 

Information 
sharing and 
decision making 

Perception of extent to 
which information is 
shared and decisions 
are communicated 

Positive Perception CSEES10 

Effort–reward ratio 

Perceived level of effort 
put into work; 
perceived level of 
reward from work 

Negative Impact 
Effort–Reward 
Imbalance 
Questionnaire7 

Commuting 
pressure 

Impact of work 
commute on overall 
quality of life 

Negative  Perception Turcotte14 

Satisfaction with 
accommodation 

Satisfaction with 
accommodation’s 
standard, cost and 
distance from work 

Positive Perception 

Based on the UK 
Regular Armed Forces 
Continuous Attitude 
Survey6 

Recruitment 
process (those in a 
new role in 
previous two years 
only) 

Perceptions of the 
efficiency and fairness 
of the recruitment 
process 

Positive Perception 

New scale based on 
the recruitment 
lifecycle and the work 
of Larson et al.15 

Job expectations 
(those in a new 
role in previous 
two years only) 

Extent to which job 
expectations match job 
experiences 

Positive Perception 

New scale based on 
the recruitment 
lifecycle and the work 
of Larson et al.15 

Organisational 
commitment 

Level of commitment to 
current organisation 

Positive Impact 
Organisational 
Commitment Scale16,17 

Training and 
promotional 
opportunities 

Perceived opportunities 
for training and 
promotion 

Positive Perception 
CSEES10 with minor 
adaptations 

Peer support and 
respect 

Level of respect and 
support from peers at 
work 

Positive Perception 

Based on scale used in 
the UK Regular Armed 
Forces Continuous 
Attitude Survey6 

Job demands 
Perceptions of work 
intensity and job 
demands 

Negative  Perception  
The scale measures 
work role overload 
(items 1–3 from Beehr 
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Index name Description Direction Perception/impact Source 

et al.18; items 4–6 from 
Cammann et al.19) 

Responsibility 
overload 

Perception of too much 
responsibility  

Negative Perception 
Engage to Change 
Module 1 study 

Perceptions of 
manager support 

Perceptions of manager 
career support 

Positive Perception 
Greenhaus et al. 
(1990)12 

Job alternatives 

Perceived level of 
availability of 
alternative 
employment 

Positive Perception 
Treuren’s20 scale of 
perceived job 
alternatives 

Intention to leave 
the Defence Forces 

Level of intention to 
leave current 
organisation 

Negative Outcome 
Turnover Intention 
Scale21 with two 
additional items 

Research design 

The study used both quantitative (online surveys) and qualitative (semi-structured 
interviews) approaches. This combined approach aimed to capture nationally representative 
samples of personnel in the Defence Forces using the surveys, with interviews providing a 
deeper and richer understanding of the key issues arising. 

Sampling frame 

Based on current data from the Defence Forces (December 2018), 7,208 individuals were 
employed in the relevant Defence Forces population (excluding specialist streams, which 
had already been surveyed in Module 2b). Using these data, population fractions were 
calculated on the basis of (1) area of service (army, naval service or air corps) and (2) rank or 
grade. 

The population and sample fractions are shown in Table 3. Two components (area of service 
and rank) were taken into account to correct for differences in the distributions of personnel 
between the population and the sample across the army, naval service and air corps and 
across officers, non-commissioned officers (NCOs) and privates. This component is the 
population proportion divided by the proportion in the sample. 

Table 3: Population and sampling fractions for computation of weight: service area (army, 
naval service or air corps) and grade/rank in the Defence Forces 

Area of 
service Grade/rank 

Proportion 
(sample) 

Proportion 
(population) Weight 

Army Junior/senior officer 0.17824773 0.10136766 0.568690 

Army Junior/senior NCO 0.37713998 0.28519710 0.756210 

Army Private 0.28499496 0.47170823 1.655146 

Naval service Junior/senior officer 0.02970796 0.01716278 0.577717 

Naval service Junior/senior NCO 0.0387714 0.04049343 1.044415 

Naval service Private 0.02769386 0.04800215 1.733314 

Air corps Junior/senior officer 0.00704935 0.00308394 0.437478 

Air corps Junior/senior NCO 0.03575025 0.02118530 0.592592 

Air corps Private 0.02064451 0.01179941 0.571552 
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Recruitment 

All relevant personnel working in the Defence Forces were invited to take part in this study. 
This was facilitated by the Human Resources branch of the Defence Forces, which was asked 
to circulate the survey to all relevant personnel. This circulation was followed up with two 
reminders, and relevant stakeholder organisations were asked to promote engagement with 
the survey. 

Pilot testing (cognitive interviews) 

Pilot testing took place using a cognitive interview process. This approach was agreed with 
the PSPC because many of the scales and indexes included in the questionnaire had 
previously been tested for reliability and validity with the health professionals and defence 
personnel included in the Module 1, Module 2a and Module 2b Engage to Change studies. 

The cognitive interviewing process employs a specific technique that can be used during the 
development and testing of questionnaires to help identify whether survey items generate 
the information that the investigator intends and, thus, to inform revisions22. In this case, 
the purpose of the cognitive interviewing was to: 

identify issues with the draft survey that could potentially influence the validity and 
quality of responses. 

Participants were recruited to take part in the cognitive interviews through the Human 
Resources branch of the Defence Forces, which was asked to bring together three groups 
with personnel drawn from the army, naval service and air corps, as follows: 

 officers (n = 8) 

 NCOs (n = 7) 

 privates (n = 5). 

This approach assisted in ensuring the questionnaire content could be tested with relevant 
personnel working in a variety of contexts. 

The focus of the interviews was to identify sources of response error within the 
questionnaire, particularly concentrating on new items and questions. Both spontaneous 
and pre-planned probes were used and included: 

 Comprehension probes: e.g. ‘Does that make sense?’ and ‘How do you define the 
differences between the categories?’ 

 Paraphrasing probes: e.g. ‘You’re finding that hard, is that what I am hearing?’ 

 Specific probes: e.g. ‘If there were another way of asking that question that could be 
more accurate but easier, would you rephrase it in another way? What would it be?’ 

 General probes: e.g. ‘So, what are you thinking at the moment?’ 

Changes were made to the questionnaire in response to issues arising from the cognitive 
interviewing. Examples of changes include an increase in the number of categories for year 
of entry to the Defence Forces, and expansion of the items provided in the questions on 
accommodation, job satisfaction (specific), and reasons for staying in or leaving the Defence 
Forces. Additional scales relating to job demands and responsibility overload were also 
included. 
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Main survey data collection 

The main data-collection period ran from 17 February to 24 March 2019. All survey data 
were collected electronically using SurveyMonkey™. 

During the course of the data collection, a link to the survey was shared on Facebook 
without the knowledge of Research Matters or the Public Service Pay Commission. This link 
was closed within 24 hours and the survey remained closed for a period of five days to 
consider options regarding any potential impact of the link sharing on the validity of the 
study. It was decided to re-open the survey with a different link. A detailed statistical 
analysis of the data received over the three periods of collection (prior to the link being 
shared, while the link was available on Facebook, and following re-opening the survey with a 
different link) was conducted. The findings showed no significant differences between the 
patterns of data collected, between the patterns of personal information provided, and 
between the patterns of findings that emerged at each collection point. These findings lend 
substantial support to the conclusion that the three groups are highly comparable in terms 
of their responses to this survey, and furthermore suggest that the data collected following 
the sharing of the Facebook link are robust and reliable. Data from all three time points were 
subsequently used in the analysis.  

Responses received 

Table 4 shows the total number of responses received. Prior to beginning the analysis, 
records with a completion rate of less than 50% were deleted. Duplicates were also 
identified and removed. The number of records in the final dataset for analysis is used as a 
basis for calculating the response rate. In all, 1,986 records were included in the final 
dataset. 

Table 4: Total responses, incomplete responses, duplicate records and responses included 
in the analysis for Module 3 

Data group N % 

Total responses 
3,196 100.0 

Responses from respondents who indicated they were 
not currently members of the Defence Forces removed 

41 1.3 

Specialists removed 
342 10.7 

Incomplete (<50% responses) 
759 23.7 

Duplicates removed 
68 2.1 

Records in the final dataset for analysis 
1,986 62.1 

Response rates and characteristics of the sample 

As noted above, Defence Forces counts show that, as of December 2018, 7,208 personnel, 
excluding those working in specialist streams (which formed the focus of Module 2b), were 
working in the general Defence Forces. Between January and 25th February a further 250 
personnel (recruits / apprentices / cadets) were added to the Defence Forces strength giving 
a total of 7,458 personnel in total at the conclusion of data collection. This gives an overall 
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response rate of 26.6%.  The overall response rate for officers was 47.1% (army officers: 
46.8%; naval service officers: 46.1%; and air corps officers: 60.9%). The overall response rate 
for NCOs was 34.7% (army NCOs: 35.2%; naval service NCOs: 25.5%; and air corps NCOs: 
44.9%). The overall response rate for privates was 16.7% (army privates: 16.1%; naval 
service privates: 15.4%;  and air corps privates: 46.6%). This gives an overall 26.1% response 
from the Army; 24.2% from naval services; and 46.8% from the air corps.  

Table 5 presents the (weighted) characteristics of the sample (rank and area of service). The 
sample is aligned with the population in the distribution of individuals across these 
categories. 

Table 5: Weighted sample characteristics: rank and area of service 

 Officers (%) NCOs (%) Privates (%) Total (%) 

Army 10.1 28.5 47.2 85.8 

Naval 
service 1.7 4.0 4.8 10.6 

Air 
corps 0.3 2.1 1.2 3.6 

Total  12.2 34.7 53.2 100.0 

 

Table 6 provides additional information on the characteristics of the (weighted) sample, i.e. 
the percentages of respondents by year of joining the Defence Forces4, age group, highest 
level of educational qualification, new recruit status and gender. 

                                                           

4 Due to important changes in working conditions associated with pensions and promotion, the years 1994, 2005 

and 2012 were used to categorise when respondents entered the Defence Forces.  
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Table 6: Weighted demographic and employment characteristics of the Module 3 sample 

Year of joining the Defence 
Forces 

% 
Highest educational 
qualification*** 

% 

1994 or earlier 
18.2 

Up to advanced certificate or 
diploma (below degree) 

68.0 

1995–2004 28.8 Primary degree 15.5 

2005–2012 25.0 Postgraduate diploma 8.3 

2013–2019 28.0 Masters or PhD 8.2 

Total 100.
0 

Total 100.
0 

Age group** % In current role two years or less)5 % 

Under 21 years 2.2 Yes 38.9 

21–30 years 37.6 No 61.1 

31–40 years 
35.7 Total 

100.
0 

41–50 years 16.0 Gender*  % 

51+ years 8.7 Male 93.3 

Total 100.
2 Female 6.4 

  Total 99.7 

*7.2% did not answer this question. 0.3% of respondents indicated ‘other’; ** 7.2% did not answer this question.  
***8.2% did not answer this question; Note. Some columns do not add to 100% due to rounding.  

Interview data collection 

Participants who volunteered to take part in a telephone interview were provided with 
supplementary information and were requested to complete a consent form agreeing that 
they had read the information provided and had an opportunity to ask questions, were 
freely and voluntarily taking part in the study, could withdraw at any time, could be 
contacted again if necessary, and knew that the interviews were being audiotaped. These 
protocols are consistent with the standard research ethics guidelines of the Social Research 
Association. 

In total, 139 participants took part in interviews. Of these, 56 were interviewed individually 
and 83 took part in 11 focus groups. A breakdown of participants who took part in 
interviews, by rank and by division (army, naval service or air corps), is presented in Table 7. 
A majority of those who took part in interviews were male (n = 127), and this is broadly in 
line with the proportion of men overall in the Defence Forces. 

                                                           

5 This percentage includes both new recruits and those who changed their role (including through promotion) 
within the Defence Forces in the previous two years.  
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Table 7: Number of participants and source of data  

Group N Number of focus 
groups 

Number of personnel 
who took part in 

individual interviews 

Army officers 23 2 (n = 17) 6 

Army NCOs 25 2 (n =14) 11 

Army privates 18 2 (n = 12) 6 

Air corps officers 11 1 (n = 6) 5 

Air corps NCOs 16 1 (n = 7) 9 

Air corps privates 11 1 (n = 7) 4 

Naval service 
officers 

8 1 (n = 4) 4 

Naval service NCOs 17 1 (n = 9) 8 

Naval service 
privates  

10 1 (n = 7) 3 

Total  139 12 (n = 83) 56 

Preparation and analysis of data 

The data were exported from the internet survey provider (SurveyMonkey™) into IBM SPSS 
(Statistical Package for the Social Sciences v24.0). 

Following usual and best practice in data processing, all items were checked for missingness. 
Rates of missingness that exceeded 5% are noted in the relevant tables and graphs. All 
analyses are weighted using the relevant sampling weight. 

Questionnaire indexes were constructed using the same methodology as in the 2017 Civil 
Service Employee Engagement Survey report10. For each respondent, an index score was 
calculated for each of the themes or relevant question sets included in the survey. 

For example, the job satisfaction (global) index has three items or statements. Each 
respondent received an initial score as the average score across the five response options, 
where ‘strongly disagree’ was equivalent to 0, ‘disagree’ was equivalent to 1, ‘neither agree 
nor disagree’ was equivalent to 2, ‘agree’ was equivalent to 3 and ‘strongly agree’ was 
equivalent to 4. This initial score was then converted to a percentage, where a respondent 
who selected ‘strongly agree’ for all three items received a score of 100%, while one who 
selected ‘strongly disagree’ for all three items received a score of 0%. An overall mean index 
score of 50% would indicate that the same proportion of respondents answered a question 
positively as the proportion who answered it negatively; an overall index mean of 100% 
would indicate that all respondents selected ‘strongly agree’ for all three questions; while an 
overall index mean of 0% would indicate that all respondents chose ‘strongly disagree’ in 
response to all three statements. 

In some cases, items on the index had to be reverse coded. For example, the items on the 
index measuring burnout and their coding to produce the burnout index are shown in Table 
8. In this example, higher scores on the burnout index indicate a more negative outcome. 
For a majority of the indexes used in this study, higher scores indicate a more positive 
outcome. Throughout the report and in the Data Appendices, the meanings of the index 
scores (i.e. higher scores being positive or negative) are noted. 
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Table 8: Example of coding (including reverse coding) for the burnout index 

Burnout: coding of items Always Often Sometimes Seldom Never 

Feel worn out at the end of the 
working day (RC) 

4 3 2 1 0 

Exhausted in the morning at the 
thought of another day at work 
(RC) 

4 3 2 1 0 

Feel that every working hour is 
tiring (RC) 

4 3 2 1 0 

Have enough energy for family and 
friends during leisure time 

0 1 2 3 4 

Note. Items with ‘(RC)’ have been reverse coded to produce the index, meaning that low values are recoded to 
high and vice versa. 

The results for items on the indexes that examine recruitment and retention (i.e. job 
expectations, recruitment process, intention to leave, job alternatives, and relevance of a 
range of factors for intending to leave Defence Forces) are presented in graphs in this 
report. For ease of reporting and describing the results in graphs, responses were ‘collapsed’ 
into fewer categories. For example, the original response options on the items that form the 
index measuring perceptions of the recruitment process were ‘very dissatisfied’, 
‘dissatisfied’, ‘neither satisfied nor dissatisfied’, ‘satisfied’ and ‘very satisfied’. For the 
purposes of displaying graphs of responses, these five response options were collapsed into 
three: ‘dissatisfied’, ‘neutral’ and ‘satisfied’. 

A Data Appendix was produced in Excel format and this contains five tabs, as follows: 

 demographic items: frequency tables of organisational and demographic 
characteristics of respondents 

 Likert items: frequency tables of the Likert items (i.e. those ranging from agree to 
disagree) organised according to the questionnaire indexes to which the items 
belong 

 index descriptives: means and standard deviations for each of the questionnaire 
indexes (expressed as percentages) for the sample overall and by key sub-groups 
(e.g. age group, grade/rank) 

 scale reliabilities: scale reliabilities (Cronbach’s alpha) for the questionnaire indexes, 
all of which show high reliability.  

 scale intercorrelations: Pearson correlations between index measures, including 
significance levels.  

 

Qualitative data analysis 

All of the interviews were audiotaped and transcribed. The anonymisation of the interview 
data involved removing all personal information (e.g. names and locations) and the 
assignment of pseudonyms. Where necessary, the qualitative data have been edited to 
safeguard participants’ anonymity, but it has been ensured that this has not distorted their 
data or changed the key messages that emerged. 
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Process of qualitative data analysis 

 Following all interviews, notes were written up within 24 hours, which provided an 
opportunity to reflect on the process of the interview. 

 Each audiotape was listened to at least three times, which provided an opportunity 
to become familiar with the nuances and content of each tape. 

 All tapes were transcribed, and memos were made as a means of capturing ideas, 
views and intuitions at all stages of the data process. 

 Following transcription, each transcript was read through several times to get an 
overall sense of the data. 

 The data were then imported into NVivo, where data coding took place. Open 
coding, where a provisional name is given to each category, was used, and a 
compare and contrast approach was adopted to form categories, establish the 
boundaries of the categories and assign data segments. 

 Following this, data related to each category were retrieved and a narrative around 
each segment created. 

The analysis of the focus group interviews took account of the interactions between 
participants in addition to the content expressed. 

Regression analysis 

The regression analyses were guided by the conceptual and analytic framework of the study 
(see Section 1: Introduction). The outcome measure is the index of intention to leave the 
Defence Forces. 

The models were constructed using forward regression analysis with variables organised into 
three ‘blocks’: 

 Block 1, the control block, includes employment and demographic characteristics 
that are relatively fixed, e.g. area of service and year of joining the Defence Forces. 

 Block 2 contains index measures that relate to perceptions of the job and of the 
organisation. Examples of these include peer support and respect, perceptions of 
manager support, training and promotion opportunities, and impact. 

 Block 3 contains impact measures that are akin to the outcome measures that were 
examined in the Civil Service Employee Engagement Survey report. In that study, the 
outcomes considered were engagement, organisational commitment, wellbeing and 
coping with change. In the present study, these measures are termed ‘impacts’ to 
avoid confusion with the outcome or dependent variable of intention to leave the 
organisation. Impact measures in the present study include engagement, 
organisational commitment, job satisfaction (global) and burnout. 

These blocks are analysed in three models: 

 Model 1 consists of Block 1, and shows the extent to which intention to leave the 
organisation varies across individual and employment characteristics, before 
accounting for perceptions or impacts. 

 Model 2 consists of Blocks 1 and 2, and provides estimates of the direct effects of 
perceptions of the job and of the organisation on intention to leave the 
organisation, after controlling for individual and employment characteristics. 
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 Model 3 consists of Blocks 1 and 3, and provides estimates of the direct effects of 
impact measures on intention to leave the organisation, after controlling for 
individual and employment characteristics. 

Following on from the regression analysis, a driver-type regression analysis was carried out. 
This entailed taking the impact measures that were statistically significant from Model 3 and 
regressing the perceptions of job and organisation measures on them (using forward 
regression). In this second analysis, significant perception measures acted as ‘drivers’ of 
impacts. The rationale for the driver-type analysis was to identify perceptions of the job and 
the organisation that ‘drive’ impacts, which in turn predict the outcome of intention to leave 
the organisation. These analyses, together with the descriptive quantitative results and the 
themes arising from the interviews, offer important insights which can benefit policy 
development. 
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Limitations 

All research has limitations. An online survey is both efficient and convenient. It allows a 
short time frame for data collection and it enables a substantial amount of information to be 
collected and easily prepared for analysis. However, the complex contexts in which 
recruitment and retention issues arise cannot be fully captured by survey data. This 
limitation was offset by (1) including some open-ended questions in the survey and (2) 
conducting in-depth qualitative interviews with respondents working in a variety of roles. 

The response rate, 26.6%, is lower than desired. However, as noted earlier, the data have 
been weighted to provide nationally representative estimates, on the basis of the 
characteristics used to compute the sampling weights. 

Comparisons of the weighted sample with the population indicate a good match in terms of 
area of service (army, naval service or air corps) and rank (officer, NCO or private). 

In addition to the limitations of the sample characteristics noted above, we have no way of 
empirically assessing the extent to which particularly enthusiastic or particularly dissatisfied 
individuals responded, and this potential bias should be borne in mind when interpreting the 
results. 

Finally, causality cannot be inferred from the survey results (as with any cross-sectional 
design). The results demonstrate associations and relationships but should not be used to 
conclude that characteristic X causes outcome Y. 

The findings from the qualitative and quantitative parts of this study complement each other 
and there is a strong correspondence between the issues arising, which serves to strengthen 
the findings. As with all interview-based qualitative studies, however, the findings are based 
on opinion and perceptions and these may not always accurately reflect the situation. 
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Section 3: Findings 
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Overview 

This section presents the quantitative and qualitative findings from Module 3 of the Engage 
to Change study, which was conducted with members of the Defence Forces. The section 
consists of eight parts. 

Part 1 provides an overview of the perceptions of the job and perceptions of the 
organisation. 

 This part describes respondents’ perceptions of their job, organisation and wider 
employment context, as measured by the 23 themed index scores described in 
Section 2 above. 

Part 2 describes recruitment issues. 

 This part concerns only those respondents who had been in their current job for two 
years or less. Scores on two relevant indexes (perceptions of the recruitment 
process and job expectations) are examined, including responses to individual items 
making up the indexes. Relationships between these indexes and others are 
explored. A small number of participants in interviews identified issues in respect of 
recruitment, and these are included in this part. 

Part 3 describes retention issues. 

 Percentages of respondents who intended to stay in or leave the Defence Forces in 
the next two years are presented, along with their ratings of the relevance of a 
range of factors in their intentions to stay or leave. Some comparisons are made 
between groups (such as by specialism and grade/rank). 

 Then, scores on two relevant indexes (job alternatives and intention to leave) are 
examined, including responses to individual items making up the indexes. 
Relationships between these indexes and others are explored. 

Part 4 describes a regression analysis of respondents’ intention to leave the Defence 
Forces. 

 The regression in Part 4 examines the extent to which the three ‘blocks’ of 
characteristics (individual and employment characteristics; perceptions of job, 
organisation and wider employment context; and impacts) predict respondents’ 
intention to leave the Defence Forces. 

Part 5 describes the quantitative and qualitative findings arising in respect of officers’ 
intention to leave the Defence Forces. 

 Regression analyses are presented that examine which perceptions and impacts 
predict intention to leave the organisation for officers. 

 The results of driver-type analyses are presented for officers. 

 Insights are provided into the key issues arising for officers in the Defence Forces, 
based on a thematic analysis of the interview data. 

Part 6 describes the quantitative and qualitative findings arising in respect of non-
commissioned officers’ (NCOs’) intention to leave the Defence Forces. 

 Regression analyses are presented that examine which perceptions and impacts 
predict intention to leave the organisation for NCOs. 

 The results of driver-type analyses are presented for NCOs. 
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 Insights are provided into the key issues arising for NCOs in the Defence Forces, 
based on a thematic analysis of the interview data. 

Part 7 describes the quantitative and qualitative findings arising in respect of privates’ 
intention to leave the Defence Forces. 

 Regression analyses are presented that examine which perceptions and impacts 
predict intention to leave the organisation for privates. 

 The results of driver-type analyses are presented for privates. 

 Insights are provided into the key issues arising for privates in the Defence Forces, 
based on a thematic analysis of the interview data. 

All analyses are weighted to provide nationally representative estimates on the basis of 
grade/rank and area of service (army, naval service or air corps) (see Table 3 in Section 2: 
Methodology). 
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Part 1: Overall perceptions of job and of organisation 

 

Figure 3 presents the means for respondents on 18 index measures, described in more detail 
in Section 2, that were included in the survey. Four additional indexes relating to 
recruitment and retention are examined in more detail in Parts 2 and 3. All indexes are 
expressed as percentages (see Section 2: Methodology for more information), and while 
higher scores generally indicate more positive outcomes, it  should be noted that there are 
four ‘negative’ scales – responsibility overload, burnout, job demands and commuting 
pressure.. 

None of the indexes have particularly high scores. The three indexes with the highest scores 
are commuting pressure (64%), burnout (62%) and job demands (61%), which, as noted 
above are all negative indexes.  

Three of the 18 indexes have very low scores: information sharing and decision making 
(18.0%), satisfaction with pay and allowances (20.4%) and satisfaction with pension (22.0%). 

Two further indexes have low scores, respectively 25.7% and 29.2%: satisfaction with work–
life planning and job satisfaction (specific). 

The remaining 10 indexes have scores ranging from 59.5% to 34.0%: 

 Peer support and respect (59.5%) 

 Engagement (58.8%) 

 Responsibility overload (53.6%) 

 Impact (51.0%) 

 Global job satisfaction (46.4%) 

 Organisational commitment (43.2%) 

 Autonomy (42.5%) 

 Perceptions of manager support (39.7%) 

 Satisfaction with accommodation (35.8%) 

 Training and promotion opportunities (34.0%) 

Effort–reward ratio is an additional measure that is not included in Figure 3 since it is based 
on a different metric to the 0–100% scale of the indexes: respondents had a mean effort–
reward ratio of 1.80, meaning that they put in 1.8 times more effort than the reward 
experienced in their work. 

The overall profile of individuals working in the Defence Forces indicates that these 
individuals are moderately engaged in their work, put in high effort, experience 
moderate to high levels of peer support and respect, and believe their work has a 
positive impact. However, there is widespread dissatisfaction with pension and with pay 
and allowances. There is also a low level of satisfaction with information sharing and 
decision making. A majority of these individuals are experiencing difficulties in work–life 
planning and perceive a lack of opportunities for training and promotion. 
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Figure 3: Index scores (perceptions of job and of organisation) for personnel in the Defence 
Forces  

 

 

 

  

A number of these measures vary significantly by area of service, grade/rank and year of 
entering the Defence Forces. See the Data Appendix for the detailed results. 
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Part 2: Recruitment issues in the Defence Forces 

Two out of five respondents (38.9%) had been in their current job for two years or less. 
These include personnel who have been recently recruited as well as those who changed 
roles, including through promotion, within the Defence Forces within the previous two 
years. These 38.9% responded to questions about the recruitment process and their job 
expectations. 

Recruitment process 

This index measures respondents’ perceptions of the efficiency and fairness of the 
recruitment process for those who had been in their current job for two years or less. Higher 
scores indicate more positive perceptions. 

The overall score on the recruitment process index is 43.5%, indicating a low to moderate 
level of satisfaction. For example, almost half of respondents were dissatisfied with the 
information provided about the job (49%) and a similar proportion with the length of the 
overall recruitment process (47%) (Figure 4). 

Figure 4: Responses to items on the recruitment process index 

 

 
Note. Percentages are based on respondents who had been in their current job for two years or less (38.9% of all 
respondents). Some columns do not add up to 100% due to rounding.  

Satisfaction with the recruitment process was most strongly related to: 

 effort–reward (−.460) 

 training and promotion opportunities (.432) 

 perceptions of manager support (.405) 

 job satisfaction (global) (.374) 
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 work–life planning (.350) 

Job expectations 

This index measures respondents’ perceptions of the extent to which job expectations 
matched job experiences. Higher scores indicate more positive perceptions. 

The overall score on the job expectations index is 39%, indicating a low level of match 
between expectations and experience. For example, while 41% reported that their job 
responsibilities matched their expectations, 47% reported that they did not. Only 27% of 
respondents felt that the job met their original expectations while 57% indicated they had 
not (Figure 5). 

Figure 5: Responses to items on the job expectations index 

 

Note. Percentages are based on respondents who had been in their current job for two years or less (38.9% of all 
respondents). 

The job expectations index scores were most strongly correlated with the following : 

 job satisfaction (global) (.548) 

 burnout (−.499) 

 training and promotion opportunities (.465) 

 effort–reward ratio (−.462) 

 autonomy (.429) 

The job expectations scores do not vary significantly by area of service (army, naval service 
or air corps). However, NCOs (40.4%) and privates (29.0%) have significantly lower job 
expectations scores than officers (55.4%).  

57

57

46

16

13

13

27

31

41

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

This job meets my original expectations

My working conditions turned out to be what I
expected when I took this job

My job responsibilities turned out to be what I
expected when I took this job

Job expectations
(personnel in current role for two years or less)

No Neutral Yes

The recruitment process scores do not vary significantly by area of service (army, naval 
service or air corps). However, NCOs (38.5%) and privates (42.4%) have significantly 
lower recruitment process scores than officers (53.3%). There is no significant difference 
by year of entry to the Defence Forces. 
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There is also a significant difference between those who joined the Defence Forces in 2004 
or earlier and those who joined during or after 2005, with those joining after 2005 having 
lower scores with regard to factors relating to job expectations (1994 or earlier: 48.5%; 
1995–2004: 44.6%; 2005–2012: 38.3%; 2013–2019: 28.7%). 

Issues relating to recruitment arising from interviews 

The survey dealt with recruitment experiences for those who had moved to their current job 
within the last two years, irrespective of when they had entered the Defence Forces. Issues 
arising in the interviews, however, deal almost exclusively with the recruitment process into 
the Defence Forces. The commentary related to the reasons why people had joined, the 
recruitment process into the Defence Forces and issues arising with new recruits. 

Family connections to the Defence Forces 

Officers, NCOs and privates all identified family history in the Defence Forces as a reason for 
joining, and a number of individuals noted that they personally had a family background in 
the Defence Forces. It was also highlighted, particularly by privates, that things were 
different now from how they had been in the past. Comments were made such as ‘I’m from 
a military family – my dad and my grandparents and so forth’ and ‘my family history and 
where I grew up was what led me into the job itself’. Several individuals identified specific 
relations who had been in the army, naval service or air corps, although one NCO suggested 
that there are a lot of recruits now coming into the Defence Forces who have no prior 
connection with it. It was suggested that when you come from ‘an army family’ 

then you’re used to it. [It] actually help[s] you, I’m sure, [as people without this 
background] would have been more shocked about the change from coming from 
the civilian life into this… You’re used to the way of life based on your [background]. 

A number of personnel, however, said that they would not advise any member of their 
family to join the Defence Forces at present. One officer said, ‘There isn’t one senior officer 
in the navy [who] has family in the navy anymore. Not one.’ 

Recruitment process 

The recruitment process for recruits involves a number of steps: 

1. Complete personal details online. 
2. Do a psychometric test online. 
3. Attend for interview. 
4. Complete a physical fitness test. 
5. Have a medical examination. 
6. Undertake recruit training. 

The interviews identified four main issues arising from the recruitment process, as shown in 
Figure 6. 
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Figure 6: Issues arising in the recruitment process for recruits 

 

Attrition throughout the process 

One officer noted that there was a substantial decrease in the number of potential recruits 
at each stage of the process, including, for example, the numbers who give their details and 
then continue on to do the psychometric test. Another officer, who had spoken to some 
privates, noted it was ‘as if they were playing a computer game where they keep getting to 
the next level’ without any idea of what is involved. It was suggested that the recruitment 
process is like an inverted pyramid and ‘if you take it from the bottom of the pyramid’, the 
Defence Forces only recruit between 5% and 10% of those who start the process. 

Numbers being recruited 

Comments were made such as ‘[we are] filling a bucket with a hole in the bottom of it’, 
‘people [are] coming in with high hopes and leaving after a very short space of time’, ‘we’re 
getting numbers in, but it’s keeping them that’s the big problem’, ‘[after] five years [they 
are] gone, another fella, another fella’ and ‘they’re just going round in a circle’. One NCO 
gave an example of a situation over the past couple of years where more than half of those 
recruited had left within a 12-month period. An officer said: 

We’re pumping all this money into recruitment, the recruitment campaigns, just to 
create this conveyor belt. 

While one NCO suggested that ‘the website is fantastic – I want to be in that army’ and 
another said ‘I don’t have any problem with the website – it’s great’, the reality may be very 
different from what is presented online. One private said: 

This is what the navy and the army advertise as what they do, because that’s what 
they want to show off. And so I think people come in with a misconception. 

Issues with low pay and conditions, individuals not understanding the difference between 
net pay and gross pay, the training requirements and a lack of certainty about their future 
were all identified as reasons why recruits left prior to completing their basic training. 

Quality of recruits 

One NCO suggested that there are two types of recruit. One group consists of young people 
who come into the Defence Forces at age 18 or 19 because they do not know what they 
want to do or either have not been able to go to college or do not want to go. The second 
group ‘are on the upper end of the age limit’ and may have already completed ‘a little bit of 
college’ or ‘worked for a while’. It was suggested that the latter group performs better 
within the Defence Forces. 

There was commentary about the quality and standard of recruits from both NCOs and 
officers. One NCO suggested that the recruitment process had been made less rigorous, 
including by ‘lowering the bar’ for psychometric tests. Others raised concerns about literacy 
levels, motivation and interest in the Defence Forces. One officer said: 

Attrition throughout 
the process

Numbers being 
recruited

Quality of recruits
Time from 

recruitment to 
contribution



 

37 

 

We’re taking a lower standard. We aren’t maybe doing enough with them. Then, 
we’re spitting them out the far side and going back to the drawing board and taking 
a low standard again. 

Others raised concerns about the possibility of lowering standards around height and vision, 
and suggested that this would be detrimental to the Defence Forces overall. 

Time from recruitment to contribution 

Many comments were made about the length of time it takes for recruits and cadets to be 
productive within the system, and a number of NCOs noted that they needed people with 
experience and training. One NCO said they would have these people ‘in 10 years’ time, 
maybe, when they’re trained’. One person suggested that there is an excess in the number 
of privates being recruited, noting that ‘we’re over-strength in private soldiers’. 

It was also highlighted that ‘when we lose a corporal or sergeant or officer, that’s the 
leadership [gone]. It takes us a long time to train [people up to these ranks].’ Another NCO 
noted that people build up skills and knowledge of the organisation over a number of years 
in a job: 

You’re not hey presto a soldier overnight – it takes a number of years to become a 
professional soldier. 

It was also noted that there is considerable effort involved in providing kit, equipment, 
training and accommodation, and in looking after recruits to ensure ‘they’re doing what they 
need to be doing’. It was suggested that this is 

a fruitless model… You’re trying to invest in people, but you know that they’re just 
going to leave. Because why would they stay? 

Summary of recruitment 

In summary, while it was noted that many personnel in the Defence Forces had a family 
connection to the services prior to joining, many would not recommend the career to 
members of their own family. The recruitment process was identified as relatively straight-
forward and includes six steps (complete personal details online, do a psychometric test 
online, get called for interview, undertake a physical fitness test, have a medical and 
undertake recruit training). Four main issues were identified as problematic. These were the 
level of attrition throughout the process, the numbers being recruited, the quality of those 
recruited and the time from recruitment to contribution. 
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Part 3: Retention issues for personnel in the Defence Forces 

Percentages intending to stay in or leave Defence Forces  

Respondents were asked whether they intended to stay in or leave the Defence Forces over 
the next two years. The responses are shown in Figure 7. In order to form two groups (stay 
or leave) for later analysis, ‘definitely leave’ and ‘probably leave’ were recoded as ‘leave’, 
and ‘definitely stay’ and ‘probably stay’ were recoded as ‘stay’. 

Just under three in five respondents (57.8%) intended to leave the Defence Forces in two 
years or less, while 42.2% intended to stay.  

Figure 7: Responses to the question ‘In the next two years, do you intend to leave the 
Defence Forces or do you intend to stay?’ 

 

6.1% of respondents did not answer this question 

Relevance of factors for intending to stay  

Respondents who expressed an intention to stay in the Defence Forces were asked to 
indicate the relevance of a range of factors to this intention. These are shown in Figure 8. 
The three most relevant reasons (i.e. with the highest frequencies of ‘highly relevant’ 
ratings) were personal or family reasons (37%), pension eligibility (35%), and suitable 
working hours (31%). The three least relevant reasons (i.e. with the highest frequencies of 
‘not relevant’ ratings) identified in relation to intention to leave were inability to afford the 
financial penalty for breaking one’s contract (57%), too disruptive to leave (35%) and lack of 
available alternatives (35%). 
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Figure 8: Ratings of the relevance of various factors for intending to stay in the Defence 
Forces for the next two years 

 

Note. This question was answered by the 42.2% of respondents who expressed an intention to stay in the 
Defence Forces for the next two years. Some columns do not add up to 100% due to rounding. 

Relevance of factors for intending to leave the Defence Forces 

Respondents who expressed an intention to leave the Defence Forces were asked to indicate 
the relevance of a range of factors to this intention. These are shown in Figure 9. The three 
most relevant reasons (i.e. with the highest frequencies of ‘highly relevant’ ratings) were pay 
(84.5%), staffing levels a problem (74%) and better job opportunities elsewhere (60%). It is 
of note that the fourth most common reason relates to job opportunities being too limited 
by a person’s pension date (47%). 

Only 2%-7% of respondents indicated that taking a career break (but intending to return 
within five years) (2%), the possibility of not meeting the criteria to stay (7%) and the work 
being physically too demanding (7%) were highly relevant to their intention to leave.   
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Figure 9: Ratings of the relevance of various factors for intending to leave the Defence 
Forces in the next two years 

 

Note. This question was answered by the 57.8% of respondents who expressed an intention to leave the Defence 
Forces in the next two years. Some columns do not add up to 100% due to rounding. 
 

  

79

76

55

45

53

23

34

24

21

18

5

5

2

15

12

25

25

11

20

24

20

19

16

8

4

2

5

6

13

15

15

31

15

23

28

18

27

17

11

2

7

7

14

20

26

27

32

32

47

60

74

84

Taking a career break but intend to return within five years

May not meet criteria to stay

Work too physically demanding

Medical/dental healthcare provision

Coming to the end of a contract/training…

Work environment too demanding

Location of workplace inconvenient

Personal or family reasons

Working hours/days/rota not suitable

Job opportunities will be too limited by the time my…

Better job opportunities elsewhere

Staffing levels a problem

Pay

Reasons to leave

Not relevant Neutral Somewhat relevant Highly relevant



 

41 

 

Job alternatives 

This index measures the perceived availability of alternative employment. The overall mean 
on the job alternatives index is 70.2%, indicating a high perceived level of availability of 
alternative employment (Figure 10). Almost four in every five respondents indicated that 
they could easily find another job (78%) and knew of several job alternatives that they could 
apply for (78%). 

While this issue is beyond the control of the organisation, the findings suggest that it is likely 
to strengthen peoples’ intentions to leave. 

 

Figure 10: Responses to items on the job alternatives index 

 
Note. ‘RC’ indicates that the item has been reverse coded to produce the index score. See Section 2: 
Methodology for more detail. Note: Not all columns add to 100% due to rounding. 6.6%-6.8%of respondents- did 
not answer these questions.  

 

The job alternatives index scores vary significantly by area of service: air corps personnel 
(76.7%) have a significantly higher job alternatives score than those in the army (69.6%) and 
naval service (72.6%). 

The job alternatives index scores also vary significantly by grade/rank: officers (65.5%) have 
a significantly lower job alternatives index score than NCOs (69.9%) and privates (71.5%). 

Respondents who entered the Defence Forces in 1994 or earlier (65.3%) have significantly 
lower job alternatives index score compared with those who entered between 1995 and 
2004 (72.9%), between 2005 and 2012 (70.0%), and between 2013 and 2019 (70.8%). 

(For further detail, see the Data Appendix, which shows intercorrelations between all index 
scores.) 
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Intention to leave 

This index measures the level of intent expressed by respondents to leave their job in the 
Defence Forces. It is a combination of five items. The first asked about the frequency with 
which respondents thought about leaving the Defence Forces; the second and third asked 
about the likelihood that respondents would leave the Defence Forces and search for a job 
in another organisation, respectively. These items account for one third of the overall scale. 
The fourth asked respondents to indicate their level of agreement with statements regarding 
whether or not they had job offers in hand and this item accounts for a further one third of 
the scale. The final item asked respondents whether they intended to stay in or leave the 
Defence Forces in the next two years and this item accounts for the final one third of the 
scale (Figure 11). The index was computed in a method similar to all other indexes in this 
report (i.e. responses were combined to form a scale ranging from 0% to 100%).  

The mean intention to leave index score is 55.4%, indicating moderate intention to leave the 
Defence Forces. 

The responses show that 80% indicated that they were likely to search for a job in a different 
organisation, 70% indicated that they frequently thought about leaving the Defence Forces, 
50% indicated they had actual job offers in hand, 43% indicated that it was likely that they 
would leave the Defence Forces in the next year, and 58% indicated that they would 
probably or definitely leave the Defence Forces in the next two years. 

Figure 11: Responses to items on the intention to leave index 

 

Note. The response options for items 1 and 5 were ‘very unlikely’, ‘unlikely’, ‘neither likely nor unlikely’, ‘likely’ 
and ‘very likely’; the response options for item 2 were ‘never’, ‘rarely’, ‘sometimes’, ‘often’ and ‘all of the time’; 
the response options for item 3 were ‘definitely stay’, ‘probably stay’, ‘probably leave’ and ‘definitely leave’. and 
the response options for item  4 were ‘strongly disagree’, ‘disagree’, ‘somewhat disagree’, ‘neither agree nor 
disagree’, ‘somewhat agree’, ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’; Some columns do not add up to 100% due to rounding. 
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 job alternatives (.545) 

 job satisfaction (global) (−.451) 

 burnout (.417) 

 job expectations (−.400) 

 organisational commitment (−.397). 

(For further detail, see the Data Appendix, which shows intercorrelations between all index 
scores.) 

The intention to leave index scores do not vary significantly by area of service (army, naval 
service or air corps). However, NCOs (56.5%) and privates (57.8%). have significantly higher 
intention to leave scores than officers (42.6%). The intention to leave index scores do not 
vary significantly by year of entry to the Defence Forces. 
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Part 4: Regression analysis of intention to leave the organisation 

Introduction 

This part of the report presents the results of a multiple regression analysis of respondents’ 
intention to leave. An advantage of multiple regression is that it allows the examination of 
multiple respondent characteristics simultaneously, thereby providing an indication of which 
are the most important in predicting the outcome. The outcome is the intention to leave 
index. 

The aims of the analyses were to: 

 assess which perceptions of job, organisation and wider employment contexts are 
significantly associated with intention to leave when considered together 

 assess which impacts are significantly associated with intention to leave when 
considered together 

 identify which of the perceptions measures drive the impacts 

 determine whether or not different perceptions and impacts predict intention to 
leave among officers, NCOs and privates. 

When interpreting the results of these analyses, it should be kept in mind that larger 
percentages of NCOs (61%) and privates (61%) compared with officers (34%) indicated an 
intention to leave the organisation in the next two years.  

In line with the theoretical framework guiding the study, the variables are categorised into 
two blocks: perceptions of job, organisation and wider employment context and impacts 
(Table 9). Four sets of regression results are presented: the first is an analysis of the 
combined sample, while the remaining three consist of analyses of officers, NCOs and 
privates separately. These separate analyses by grade/rank are presented since the evidence 
suggests that different factors may be affecting respondents’ intention to stay or leave. To 
account for potential differences across the services (army, naval service and air corps), a 
‘control’ block is included (to ascertain if differences across area of service were statistically 
significant when tested on their own). In addition, in the case of the first model for the 
combined sample, respondents’ grade/rank is included (to ascertain if significant differences 
exist when tested on its own). 
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Table 9: Explanatory variables in the regression model of respondents’ intention to leave 
the organisation 

Block Measure Description/Comment 

Block 1 
(controls) 

Area of service 
Army, naval service, air corps: army is the reference 
group 

Grade/rank 
Junior/senior officer, junior/senior NCO, private: 
junior/senior officer is the reference group 
Included in model for combined sample only 

Block 2 
(perceptions 
of job, 
organisation 
and wider 
employment 
context) 

Autonomy Index; higher scores indicate a more positive outcome 

Job demands 
Index; higher scores indicate a more negative 
outcome 

Job responsibility 
overload 

Index; higher scores indicate a more negative 
outcome 

Impact Index; higher scores indicate a more positive outcome 

Satisfaction with pay 
and allowances 

Index; higher scores indicate a more positive outcome 

Satisfaction with 
pension 

Index; higher scores indicate a more positive outcome 

Information sharing 
and decision making 

Index; higher scores indicate a more positive outcome 

Commuting pressure 
Index; higher scores indicate a more negative 
outcome 

Satisfaction with 
accommodation 

Index; higher scores indicate a more positive outcome 

Training and 
promotion 
opportunities 

Index; higher scores indicate a more positive outcome 

Peer support and 
respect 

Index; higher scores indicate a more positive outcome 

Perceptions of 
manager support 

Index; higher scores indicate a more positive outcome 

Job alternatives 
Index; higher scores indicate more alternatives for 
employment 

Block 3 
(impacts) 

Engagement Index; higher scores indicate a more positive outcome 

Work–life planning Index; higher scores indicate a more positive outcome 

Job satisfaction 
(specific) 

Index; higher scores indicate a more positive outcome 

Job satisfaction 
(global) 

Index; higher scores indicate a more positive outcome 

Burnout 
Index; higher scores indicate a more negative 
outcome 

Effort–reward ratio 
Ratio of effort–reward; higher scores indicate a more 
negative outcome 

Organisational 
commitment 

Index; higher scores indicate a more positive outcome 
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To facilitate interpretation, a summary of findings is presented alongside the more detailed 
regression results. Section 2: Methodology provides a technical description of how the 
models were built. 

Results 

Table 10 provides a summary of the regression analyses for the combined sample, while 
Table 11 shows the more detailed model output. Results indicate that: 

 In Model 1, NCOs and privates were more likely to express an intention to leave than 
officers, though the effects are quite weak (with an r-square value of .045; i.e. rank 
accounts for 4.5% of the variation in intention to leave). There is no variation across 
army, naval service and air corps so this measure has been dropped from the model 
(as well as from Models 2 and 3). 

 In Model 2, which includes measures of perceptions of job, organisation and the 
wider employment context, 7 of the 13 indexes examined are significant predictors 
of intention to leave, i.e. job alternatives, training and promotion opportunities, 
commuting pressure, perceptions of manager support, job demands, satisfaction 
with pay and allowances, and satisfaction with accommodation. The control 
variable, grade/rank, is still statistically significant in the presence of these 
measures. Model 2 accounts for 40.5% of the variation in intention to leave.  

 In Model 3, five of the seven impact measures are significant: burnout, effort–
reward ratio, job satisfaction (global), work–life planning and organisational 
commitment. Again, the control variable, grade/rank, is still statistically significant in 
the presence of these perceptions measures. The driver-type analysis in Section 4 
examines this finding further, i.e. examines which of the perceptions measures serve 
to drive these five impacts. Model 3 explains 30.3% of the variation in intention to 
leave. 

 The strongest predictor of intention to leave among the combined sample is the job 
alternatives scale, as indicated by the standardised coefficient of .425 (the second 
highest coefficient, −.165, is associated with job satisfaction (global)). 

Table 10: Summary of regression of respondents’ intention to leave: combined sample 

Characteristics unrelated to 
likelihood of leaving  

Characteristics related to likelihood of leaving  

Individual and employment characteristics (controls) 

Area of service (army, naval service 
or air corps) 

Rank (NCOs and privates more likely to leave than 
officers) 

Perceptions of job and organisation 

Autonomy Higher job alternatives  

Impact Fewer training and promotion opportunities 

Information sharing and decision 
making 

Higher commuting pressure 

Job responsibility overload Lower perceptions of manager support 

Support and respect from peers Higher job demands 

Satisfaction with pension Lower satisfaction with pay and allowances 

 Lower satisfaction with accommodation 

Impacts 

Job satisfaction (specific) Lower job satisfaction (global) 
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Engagement Higher burnout 

 Higher effort–reward ratio 

 Lower organisational commitment 

 Lower work–life planning 
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Table 11: Parameter estimates and significance tests for multiple linear regression models 
of respondents’ intention to leave: combined sample 

Defence Forces personnel: intention to leave 

Model 1: individual and 
employment characteristics only 

(r-square = .045) 

Model 2: Model 1 with 
perceptions (r-square = .405) 

Model 3: Model 1 with impacts 
(r-square = .303) 

Expected 
change in 
outcome 

f or t p 
Expected 
change in 
outcome 

f or t p 
Expected 
change in 
outcome 

f or t p 

Individual and employment characteristics (controls) 

Grade/rank: junior/senior NCO vs junior/senior officer .289 

44.092 <.001 

.110 

26.444 .002 

.100 

43.406 <.001 

Grade/rank: private vs junior/senior officer .330 −.063 .087 

Perceptions of job, organisation and wider employment context 

Job alternatives (higher scores indicate more alternative employment)       .425 21.902 <.001       

Training and promotion opportunities (higher scores indicate more opportunities)    −.115 −5.146 <.001    

Commuting pressure (higher scores indicate more pressure)    .117 5.401 <.001    

Perceptions of manager support (higher scores indicate more positive perceptions)    −.090 −4.225 <.001    

Job demands (higher scores indicate more demand/pressure)    .063 3.023 .003    

Satisfaction with pay and allowances (higher scores indicate a more positive 
outcome) 

      −.056 −2.520 .012       

Satisfaction with accommodation (higher scores indicate a more positive outcome)       −.047 −2.191 .029       

Impacts 

Job satisfaction (global) (higher scores indicate a more positive outcome)             −.165 −5.959 <.001 

Burnout (higher scores indicate a more negative outcome)             .140 5.412 <.001 

Effort–reward ratio (higher scores indicate a more negative outcome)             .125 5.066 <.001 

Organisational commitment (higher scores indicate more commitment)             −.155 −6.172 <.001 

Work–life planning (higher scores indicate a more positive outcome)       −.117 −4.687 <.001 
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Part 5: Quantitative and qualitative findings emerging in respect of 

officers’ intention to leave 
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Overview of findings emerging in respect of officers’ intention to leave 

This part focuses on the quantitative and qualitative findings with regard to officers’ 
intention to leave the Defence Forces. There are six sub-parts, as follows: 

 Part 5a presents an overview of officers’ intention to stay or leave and identifies the 
relevance of a range of reasons to their intention. 

 Part 5b presents officers’ perceptions of the job and the organisation. 

 Part 5c describes the regression analyses of officers’ intention to leave the 
organisation. 

 Part 5d describes the regression analysis of impact measures. 

 Part 5e presents the findings from interviews with officers. 

 Part 5f provides a summary and conclusions regarding retention issues relating to 
officers. 

The overall response rate to the survey for officers (n = 242) was 47.1% (army officers: 
46.8%; naval service officers: 46.1% and air corps officers: 60.9%). In total, 42 officers took 
part in focus group (n =27) or individual interviews (n =15).  
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Part 5a: Officers’ intention to stay in or leave the Defence Forces  

Percentages intending to stay in or leave the Defence Forces  

Respondents were asked whether they intended to stay in or leave the Defence Forces over 
the next two years. The responses are shown in Figure 12. In order to form two groups (stay 
or leave) for later analysis, ‘definitely leave’ and ‘probably leave’ were recoded as ‘leave’, 
and ‘definitely stay’ and ‘probably stay’ were recoded as ‘stay’. 

 

Figure 12: Responses to the question ‘In the next two years, do you intend to leave the 
Defence Forces, or do you intend to stay’?’ 

 

The intention to leave index score for officers was 42.6% and was most strongly correlated 
with the following: 

 job alternatives (.473) 

 satisfaction with pay (−.386) 

 effort–reward ratio (.386) 

 job satisfaction (global) (−.385) 

 burnout (.377) 

 work–life planning (−.374) 

(For further detail, see the Data Appendix, which shows intercorrelations between all index 
scores.) 
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Relevance of factors for intending to stay in the Defence Forces 

Officer respondents who expressed an intention to stay in the Defence Forces were asked to 
indicate the relevance of a range of factors to this intention. These are shown in Figure 13. 
The three most relevant reasons (i.e. with the highest frequencies of ‘highly relevant’ 
ratings) were colleagues (40%), personal or family reasons (40%) and suitable working hours 
(33%). Convenient location was identified by 31%. 

The three reasons identified by officers as least relevant (i.e. with the highest frequencies of 
‘not relevant’ ratings) to their intention to stay in the Defence Forces were financial penalty 
(74%), lack of available alternatives (47%) and too disruptive to leave (46%).  

Figure 13: Ratings of the relevance of various factors for intending to stay in the Defence 
Forces for the next two years: officers 

 

Note. This question was answered by the 65.8% of respondents who expressed an intention to stay in the 
Defence Forces for the next two years. Some columns do not add up to 100% due to rounding. 

Relevance of factors for intending to leave the Defence Forces 

Officer respondents who expressed an intention to leave the Defence Forces were asked to 
indicate the relevance of a range of factors to this intention. These are shown in Figure 14. 
The three most relevant reasons (i.e. with the highest frequencies of ‘highly relevant’ 
ratings) were staffing levels a problem (77%), pay (59%) and better job opportunities 
elsewhere (47%). It is of note that the fourth most common reason related to job 
opportunities being too limited by the officer’s pension date (42%). 

The three reasons identified by officers as least relevant (i.e. with the highest frequencies of 
‘not relevant’ ratings) to their intention to leave the Defence Forces were that they might 
not meet the criteria to stay (89%), taking a career break (but intending to return within five 
years) (77%) and the work being too physically demanding (69%). 
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Figure 14: Ratings of the relevance of various factors for intending to leave the Defence 
Forces in the next two years: officers 

 

 

Note. This question was answered by the 34.2% of respondents who expressed an intention to leave the Defence 
Forces in the next two years. Some columns do not add up to 100% due to rounding. 
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Part 5b: Perceptions of the job and the organisation 

Figure 15 presents the means for officers on the index measures that were included in the 
survey. All indexes are expressed as percentages (see Section 2: Methodology for more 
information), and while higher scores generally indicate more positive outcomes, it  should 
be noted that there are four ‘negative’ scales – responsibility overload, burnout, job 
demands and commuting pressure. The three indexes with the highest scores are 
engagement (74.6%), peer respect and support (72.0%) and job demands (70.0%) . 

The indexes with the lowest scores are information sharing and decision making (29.3%), 
satisfaction with work–life planning (32.3%) and satisfaction with pay and allowances 
(35.5%). Satisfaction with pension (35.6%) is the fourth lowest score.  

The remaining indexes have scores ranging from 66.6 to 43.1%: 

 Global job satisfaction (66.6%) 

 Job alternatives (65.5%) 

 Organisational commitment (61.5%) 

 Autonomy (60.5%) 

 Impact (58.4%) 

 Responsibility overload (57.4%) 

 Commuting pressure (56.9%) 

 Perceptions of manager support (55.6%) 

 Burnout (52.6%) 

 Satisfaction with accommodation (47.6%) 

 Training and promotion opportunities (46.6%) 

 Job satisfaction (specific) (43.1%) 

Effort–reward ratio is an additional measure that is not included in Figure 15 since it is based 
on a different metric to the 0–100% scale of the indexes. Officer respondents had a mean 
effort–reward ratio of 1.50, meaning that they put in 1.5 times more effort than the reward 
experienced in their work. 

The overall profile of officers working in the Defence Forces indicates that these 
individuals report being very engaged in their work, experience high levels of peer 
support and respect, and have high levels of job satisfaction (global). However, there is 
widespread dissatisfaction among officers with their involvement in information sharing 
and decision making, the level of job demands and their ability to balance their work–life 
planning. A majority also report low levels of satisfaction with pay and pension. 
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Figure 15: Index scores: perceptions of job and of organisation for officers in the Defence 
Forces 
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Part 5c: Regression analyses of intention to leave the organisation 

Regression analyses were carried out to examine whether different perceptions and impact 
measures were associated with officers’ intention to leave the organisation,. 

Table 12 provides a summary of the regression analyses for officers, while Table 13 shows 
the more detailed model output. Results indicate that: 

 In Model 1, there is no variation across army, naval service and air corps so this 
measure has been dropped from the analysis. 

 In Model 2, which includes measures of perceptions of job, organisation and the 
wider employment context, 4 of the 13 indexes examined are significant predictors 
of intention to leave, i.e. job alternatives, commuting pressure, perceptions of 
manager support, and satisfaction with pay and allowances. Model 2 accounts for 
28.9% of the variation in intention to leave among officers.  

 In Model 3, four of the seven impact measures are significant: lower job satisfaction 
(global), higher effort–reward ratio, lower organisational commitment and lower 
work–life planning. Model 3 explains 24.8% of the variation in intention to leave 
among officers. 

 The strongest predictor of intention to leave among officers is the job alternatives 
scale, as indicated by the standardised coefficient of .369 (the second highest 
coefficient, .205, is associated with effort–reward ratio). 

Table 12: Summary of regression of respondents’ intention to leave: officers 

Characteristics unrelated to 
likelihood of leaving  

Characteristics related to likelihood of leaving  

Individual and employment characteristics (controls) 

Area of service (army, naval service 
or air corps) 

 

Perceptions of job and organisation 

Autonomy Higher job alternatives  

Impact Higher commuting pressure 

Information sharing and decision 
making 

Lower perceptions of manager support 

Job responsibility overload Lower satisfaction with pay and allowances 

Support and respect from peers 
 

Satisfaction with pension  

Training and promotion 
opportunities 

 

Job demands  

Satisfaction with accommodation  

Impacts 

Job satisfaction (specific) Lower job satisfaction (global) 

Engagement Higher effort–reward ratio 

Burnout Lower organisational commitment 

 Lower work–life planning 
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Table 13: Parameter estimates and significance tests for multiple linear regression models of respondents’ intention to leave: officers 

Defence Forces personnel: intention to leave 

Model 1: individual and 
employment characteristics only 

(not statistically significant) 

Model 2: perceptions (r-square 
= .289) 

Model 3: impacts (r-square = 
.248) 

Expected 
change in 
outcome 

f or t p 
Expected 
change in 
outcome 

f or t p 
Expected 
change in 
outcome 

f or t p 

Perceptions of job, organisation and wider employment context 

Job alternatives (higher scores indicate more alternative employment)       .369 5.884 <.001       

Commuting pressure (higher scores indicate more pressure)    .149 2.462 .015    

Perceptions of manager support (higher scores indicate more positive perceptions)    −.147 −2.543 .012    

Satisfaction with pay and allowances (higher scores indicate a more positive 
outcome) 

      −.138 −2.080 .039       

Impacts 

Job satisfaction (global) (higher scores indicate a more positive outcome)             −.152 −2.120 .035 

Effort–reward ratio (higher scores indicate a more negative outcome)             .205 3.050 .003 

Organisational commitment (higher scores indicate more commitment)             −.179 −2.716 .007 

Work–life planning (higher scores indicate a more positive outcome)       −.157 −2.272 .024 

 



 

59 

 

Part 5d: Issues arising from interviews with officers 

This part focuses on key issues arising in respect of the retention of officers and considers 
why officers stay in or leave the Defence Forces. In total, 42 officers took part in focus group 
(n =27) or individual interviews (n =15).  

Positive aspects and reasons to stay 

There was some agreement that, despite the challenges arising, the ‘Defence Forces is a 
brilliant organisation’ and ‘a fantastic place to work’, and it gives people a ‘great career’ and 
‘a fabulous job when you’re young, free [and] single’. Figure 16 highlights elements 
identified as particularly positive. 

Figure 16: Positive elements of being an officer in the Defence Forces 

 

  

Exciting and varied nature of the work

•[It’s] a great life, you know, because I really enjoyed my career as a young officer. It’s really very 
challenging, doing something different all the time. [You get] great life experiences. It’s great learning for 
you as a person.

Camaraderie

•What probably kept me there and made me enjoy it and keeps me enjoying it is camaraderie and 
friendship. I’d say that the best friends I have in life are in uniform. And so that is something that I wouldn’t 
have experienced, or never thought of when joining, but it is something that has developed more and more.

Overseas experiences

•There are opportunities that you don’t get in other jobs out there such as deploying overseas, serving 
overseas and financial benefits that come with that.

Pride in serving your country and in 'wearing the flag'

•People are loyal to the flag, as in the notion of service, they're loyal to that. They're passionate about that. 
We take pride in being our countrys'  armed forces, our military service. 

Organisational support

•So like the training and skills that we get… you won’t find them in any other job.

•The organisation’s really looking after me… So like the organisation is really there for you when you need it 
to be.
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Challenges and reasons to leave 

Overall view of the Defence Forces 

Several officers commented on the overall state of the Defence Forces, highlighting a deep 
concern about the current and future situation because of the challenges in recruitment and 
retention. These comments included: ‘it’s like trying to turn an oil tanker in the canal gates 
of a barracks – it’s a crazy dance and it should never have come to that’, ‘we’re running to 
destruction at the moment’, ‘we’re an engine that’s got no oil left in it, and yet we’re 
running with it full tilt – it’s just gonna pop and explode’ and ‘the whole thing – it’s been a 
sort of death spiral’. 

Issues arising in respect of the job 

For officers, the strongest theme emerging from interviews related to their workload and 
staffing levels and the consequent impact on their work–life balance. 

Workload and staffing 

Staff turnover and personnel shortages were identified as major issues for officers and it was 
suggested that the current level of turnover is ‘dysfunctional’ and the Defence Forces is 
‘struggling to stand still’. It was noted that the Defence Forces operate 24 hours a day, 7 
days a week, 365 days a year and ‘we work nights, we work bank holidays, we work holidays, 
we work Christmas Day’. There was a substantial amount of commentary on the impact of 
poor retention of officers, with comments such as ‘[we are] firefighting… because there 
[aren’t enough] people’, ‘you are run ragged’ and ‘our manning levels are balanced on a 
knife edge’. Officers also spoke of having an ‘astronomical workload’, ‘working every 
Saturday’ and ‘[feeling] like we’re in hamster wheels’. 

Impact of ‘dysfunctional turnover’ 

Officers spoke about ‘dysfunctional turnover’, noting that the personnel leaving are ‘really 
upskilled and very qualified people’ and they are replaced ‘with people who need three 
years to just get [to the starting point]’. It was also highlighted that because of an inability to 
retain people, a high proportion (it was suggested that this was 25–30%) of the personnel in 
the Defence Forces have only been in service for a short time (less than five years). In this 
study, 28% of respondents reported joining the Defence Forces between 2013 and 2019. 
One officer noted that ‘there’s no way we can just parachute somebody in at [a level 
required to do a certain job]’. Another noted that previously it would have been a shock if a 
captain or commandant had left without reaching pensionable age, but now ‘it has become 
the new norm’. 

Figure 17 provides further examples of the impact of retention problems on officers. 
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Figure 17: Impact of retention problems on officers 

 

Officers double, triple and quadruple jobbing

•So we’re missing 40% of our staff. Everybody is acting down, acting up, acting every which way, trying to 
cover, obviously, the gaps that are there. They’re just being completely over-tasked. We have 25% officer 
staffing levels in [a named city]. Which is about the average in the army, so you’re not double jobbing, 
you’re definitely triple jobbing and you’re probably quadruple jobbing.

Unable to perform to the standard required

•You can do one job very good, you can do two jobs good, you can do three jobs badly and you’re gonna 
drop balls if you’re doing four jobs. And that’s happening daily. 

Challenges in supporting enlisted personnel

•A load of people at all ranks coming in now… aren’t getting the proper mentorship or training because 
there physically isn’t enough people there through the ranks above them to mind them, steer them.

Responsibility over-load

• [I’m being] paid a captain’s wage [while] working at the equivalent level of a lieutenant colonel.

Challenges in implementing day-to-day operations

•I find sometimes… I’m phoning [name of place]… sometimes you’re just phoning around empty desks 
because the people [aren’t there] – the two or three that are working all these desks are being detailed 
off into other things.

Personnel promoted too soon

•You go to overseas missions, and you have young corporals, or young sergeants, with two or three 
years’, four years’ experience having to make decisions at very short notice that could have massive 
implications.

Poorer relationships

•Most of the guys on the ground don’t get time with the lieutenant, or captain or commander, whatever… 
We don’t have time for each other any more. You’re barely talking to people because you’re just dealing 
with [everything].

Lower morale

•You can see that it’s leading to a lot of disillusionment… .people just leaving and it kind of has a knock-on 
effect, just seeing a lot of people kind of just start leaving because they feel they should be leaving.

Risks

•Things will get dangerous. Like going on exercise at the moment, dealing with live rounds, dealing with 
ammunition, you know? 
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Impact on enlisted and private ranks 

Many officers highlighted the workload of those in the enlisted and private ranks, and there 
was a strong sense of concern about issues such as mandatory selection of NCOs and 
privates for overseas duties. One officer gave the following example: 

[The personnel who report to me] have racked up something like 10 trips between 
them in the last three years. Two of them alone [have done] about eight [trips] in 
three years – they’ve been overseas more than [they’ve] been home… And we are 
mandatorily selecting now, left, right and centre for trips. 

The negative impact on work–life balance for privates and NCOs was identified as being 
particularly acute. One officer said: 

They can be called at any time, day [or] night, because [they are] subject to military 
law. Once it’s a lawful order we are obliged to leave [our families] at four in the 
morning and get up and get out, get on with it. And yet their basic wage doesn’t 
sustain them [and their] family. That’s inherently wrong. 

One officer gave an example of a more junior member of staff who had been in a difficult 
situation and had elements of post-traumatic stress disorder, noting: ‘I cannot look after him 
even though this is a guy who really, really should be looked after and if I could, I would. But 
this is daily.’ 

Other examples given related to not being able to facilitate moves and calling on people at 
very short notice. 

Work–life balance 

Many challenges were highlighted in respect of being able to balance work and life 
commitments, although it was noted that the ‘nature of the organisation’ means that ‘it 
requires us to be, and to go, and to do things that we don’t necessarily want to do [and that] 
are not absolutely conducive to family life’. Officers spoke about making a personal sacrifice 
to join the military and of having to ‘put the job first’. 

Areas identified as having a particularly detrimental impact on work–life balance are 
presented in Figure 18. 
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Figure 18: Issues of relevance to poor work–life balance 

 

Challenges in managing workload 

Many officers clearly linked the retention problem with poor work–life balance, with one 
noting: ‘my work–life balance is terrible… And it’s based on the fact that there’s poor staffing 
levels.’ Many officers also spoke about their work in the Defence Forces spilling over into 
their private lives. Some spoke about coming into work early or bringing work home with 
them in an attempt to get it done, with one noting that this was ‘the price I pay for getting to 
go home in the evenings’. One person compared their work–life balance unfavourably with 
that in the private sector and suggested the same level of engagement in out-of-hours work 
would not be demanded. However, another officer noted: 

But it’s also the way I was trained. We’re always on for 24/7. So, for example, I was 
on leave last week, and yet I was still fielding calls from work, and I was still 
answering text messages while on holiday. It’s never-ending, [what with] mobile 
phones and access to email and people abusing your civilian email, or using your 
civilian phone to text you and to call you, and to email you to ask questions about 
work. It’s constant. You’re never not at work. 

Location uncertainty 

The issue of location uncertainty was raised several times and officers highlighted the 
challenges arising on completion of a rotation overseas, getting a promotion or undertaking 
a course, all of which can mean an officer has to move to a new location. Officers spoke 
about the constant worry and stress of not knowing where they would be posted following 
overseas assignments, promotions or even undertaking courses, noting that it meant there is 
‘no way of putting down proper roots [or of focusing on] families and stuff’. One officer said: 

It’s the fear of the unknown when you come back or when you’re away to know 
where you’re gonna go. It’s gonna have huge ramifications on your work–life 
balance. 

Some officers noted that they had received very short notice of a change in location, and 
one person said they had received ‘just a couple days’ notice, really’ that they were going to 
have to move to a different location following a previous assignment. One person stated 

Challenges in managing workload

Location uncertainty

Commuting

Duties overseas

Being in the Naval Service

Challenges for more junior ranks

Family-friendly policies

Impact on health and wellbeing
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that an allowance paid for nine months ‘to a maximum of 117 euros per week’ sometimes 
‘does not cover my commute cost, and once this runs out I’ll be in financial difficulty’. 

Some officers noted that they worked in the air corps because, in general, there is location 
security irrespective of whether an individual gets a promotion, undertakes a course or goes 
overseas. 

Commuting 

It was also reported that many officers, rather than moving their whole family to a new 
location, commuted instead. However, this was highlighted as creating challenges for family 
life, and examples were given of officers commuting up to five hours a day to be able to 
spend (for example) ‘20 minutes per evening with [my two small children]’. Another officer 
noted: 

I am gone in the morning before they get up and get back just in time to put them to 
bed. And that’s my relationship with them at the moment… It’s causing massive 
tensions at home. 

Another officer gave an example of having been overseas but having hoped to be able to live 
close to home upon their return. However, this did not happen and the consequence for this 
officer was that they and their family ‘see each other on weekends and that’s pretty much 
it’. 

Duties overseas 

Doing overseas duties was identified as having a number of benefits, including ‘broadening 
your horizons’, ‘getting a few bob’ and ‘developing your skills’. However, a number of 
challenges were also identified. It was suggested, for example, that because of the ‘massive 
turnover’, ‘very inexperienced personnel’ may ‘get thrown overseas almost immediately’. 
One person noted that prior to an overseas assignment a person’s ‘cumulative time in a unit, 
for instance, might have been like four weeks and they [might have gone] from the 
cadetship onto courses, more courses’ in preparation for going overseas, but they may not 
have much experience of managing situations. Another officer said: ‘When you’re overseas 
you’re expected to answer to you yourself – you are expected to know your job.’ 

Overseas duties are dependent on where an officer is based. While one person noted that 
they were ‘waiting up to seven years to get [their] first trip’, another officer reported having 
to go overseas for the second time in as many years. It was also suggested that personnel 
sometimes did not have a choice in whether they went overseas because they would just be 
sent if they were needed. A number of individuals noted that they did not want to go 
overseas because of the location uncertainty on their return. 

Being in the Naval Service 

Being part of the Naval Service was highlighted as problematic in terms of work–life balance 
because of the nature of the work required. One officer explained:  

You do two years on the ship so you’re two years away working a six-week cycle 
where [you have] four weeks away, two weeks at home… It is very destructive on 
home life. It’s very destructive on partners. 

Another officer, who was intending to leave the service, said: 
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The one thing I’m really going to miss about the place is going to sea…but I couldn’t 
justify [continuing to go to sea]. I couldn’t justify it to myself, to my partner, to my 
kids…  

Challenges for more junior ranks 

Officers also highlighted that achieving work–life balance could be difficult for personnel in 
more junior ranks. While officers described trying to organise things to support junior staff, 
they were aware of the need for privates and enlisted personnel to do a higher number of 
duties than previously because of decreases in the number of personnel. One person also 
noted that: 

A large number of guys here have jobs outside as well… And they will have a job in 
the evening as well. They will do taxi driving, they will do security, they will do 
bouncing. 

One officer mentioned the sense of burden and distress felt by officers as a result of 
knowing that those in junior ranks are having difficulties with pay and workload. 

Family-friendly policies 

A number of officers drew attention to the Defence Forces’ family-friendly policies, but it 
was suggested that while it ‘sounds great on paper… the reality is very different’. One officer 
suggested that the requirements of the organisation override the need for work–life 
balance, saying: 

But ultimately we have to fulfil a mission. We have a job to do, and your family it 
does come second. And from an organisational point of view, if you need somebody 
to travel overseas, well then somebody has to travel. 

It was suggested that while some officers can offer flexibility to those working beneath 
them, there may be a need to adopt a more formalised approach, particularly in the context 
of the demographic changes that have taken place over the past 30 years. One officer 
suggested that even paternity leave was sometimes being treated as discretionary, noting 
that this made them ‘very angry’. A number of individuals noted that their partners work 
and consequently are unavailable to meet childcare needs, particularly those that arise at 
short notice. 

Impact on health and wellbeing 

A number of personnel mentioned being ‘tired all the time’ and having ‘chronic fatigue’. It 
was suggested that ‘health and wellbeing [are] massively affected’ by challenges that have 
arisen more recently, including the reorganisation of the Defence Forces which resulted in 
the closure of a number of barracks, lower pay, poorer conditions, commuting and holding 
multiple appointments. Comments on this topic included: 

Psychologically I find the job way more difficult than I should be finding it. 

There’s this level, this burden and this stress that’s there all the time.. because you’re 
trying to look after [the ranks beneath you], but at the same time you have to pile 
more work on them. 

I was suffering from severe stress towards the end of last year. It got so bad it was 
affecting my sleep. Some nights I’d only get an hour of sleep. 
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A number of officers mentioned not being able to take leave, noting that: 

[There is a] vicious circle of not being able to take your time off [and this] is a huge 
thing because we all carry over leave… Every single year since I’ve joined the Defence 
Forces, I’ve handed back leave. 

Issues arising in respect of the organisational context 

Officers identified a number of issues impacting their intention to stay or leave in terms of 
the organisational context in which they worked. These are presented in Figure 19. 

Figure 19: Overview of issues arising in the organisational context for officers 

 

Pay and allowances 

Several officers highlighted the overall level of pay as being inadequate. One person said: 

None of us joined the Defence Forces to get rich, [but] it’s very hard to recommend it 
to a young person now just because they can do far better if they go into the private 
sector. 

Others said: ‘I suppose the elephant in the room is money’, ‘when it boils down to it, you 
can’t really recommend it to someone because the pay is not there’ and ‘the pay is not 
massively attractive’. 

One officer noted that when he joined, money ‘wasn’t an issue’ as he was ‘a single young 
fellow’, but as people get older, there are many more demands on them and consequently 
they are unable to manage. Others drew attention to large financial outgoings (e.g. crèche 
fees) and to being paid less now compared with several years ago, despite having been 
promoted. Some attention was drawn to changes in location, and it was noted that ‘costs 
[and] your expenses should be covered for the duration of your appointment’. 

Pay and allowances

Pension provision and impact on retention

Career progression

Voice in decision making

Accommodation
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Changes for enlisted personnel following the 2008 financial crisis 

Several officers highlighted changes that have been made to terms and conditions. Officers 
particularly noted how these have deteriorated since 2013 for personnel in the enlisted 
ranks, noting that it was ‘soul destroying to watch young fellas sign off’ because they are not 
being paid enough. It was also noted that reductions in take-home pay affect all pay scales 
but for lower ranks the ‘tax is crippling’. 

Comments included: ‘the pay for other ranks is shocking’ and ‘we have quite a large cohort 
of our people who [receive the] Family Income Supplement and that’s fundamentally 
wrong’. A number of officers drew attention to the amount paid for 24-hour duties, noting 
that ‘it’s a set 44 euros for a 24-hour period’, which is ‘unacceptable’. One officer said: 

Of course, we’ve taken pay cuts ourselves. But, I think worse than that, for me 
anyway, worse than that is the stress from seeing my subordinates trying to manage. 
They’re not paid anywhere like I’d be getting paid, so I’d be mindful of that. 

Another officer mentioned that people in the lower ranks ‘end up leaving out of pure 
frustration. I think that’s an abuse of people.’ Attention was also drawn to the negative 
salary differential between personnel in the Defence Forces and other public services, such 
as the Gardaí. A number of officers noted that it was very difficult for enlisted personnel to 
rent a property or get a mortgage, noting that there were waiting lists for Defence Forces 
accommodation. Finally, attention was drawn to ‘the pension situation they’re in’, with the 
observation that the Defence Forces will struggle to retain people given the nature of the 
post-2013 contracts and the fact that ‘pensions are very, very poor’. 

Better-paid alternatives outside the Defence Forces 

Several officers drew attention to the availability of better-paid alternatives outside the 
Defence Forces. For example: ‘I think there [are] better opportunities out there financially at 
the minute’, ‘the balance between private and public now, private’s kind of winning’ and ‘if 
you have someone who is driven, I think there is better opportunities out there’. One person 
noted that the terms and conditions personnel had in the past ‘when [they] joined the 
Defence Forces kind of made up for the fact that [they] weren’t getting, say, private-sector 
pay’ but that this is no longer the case.  

It was also mentioned that being in the Defence Forces is good for ‘developing as a 
character’ and the ‘variety of experience’ is beneficial for getting work outside. However, it 
was also noted that the transferability of skills from the Defence Forces depends on what a 
person has done. 

Others highlighted specific better-paid alternatives (e.g. ‘buttering rolls in [a supermarket]’) 
for enlisted personnel, noting that privates can ‘get a forklift course’ and work in a 
warehouse driving a forklift around ‘without having to do 24-hour duties and get paid a 
pittance for it, or sleep in a ditch for the night and get nothing for it’. 

Alternative approaches to remuneration  

Some examples were given of ways in which Defence Forces personnel could be 
remunerated other than via pay, including: 

 subsidised private health care 

 subsidised meal and food plans 

 certified training and education 

 improvements in leave entitlements. 
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Pension provision and its impact on retention 

There was substantial commentary on the importance of the pension, and it was suggested 
that ‘the whole pension thing’ (i.e. the changes made since 2013) has been ‘an absolute 
disaster for the Defence Forces – absolute disaster’, particularly for enlisted personnel. It 
was noted that entitlement to a pension ‘has been watered down’ and anyone who joined 
the Defence Forces after 2013 has no incentive to stay. It was suggested that: 

There’s a massive difference in pay [between the private sector and the Defence 
Forces], so the pension was always a carrot, [but] now that’s [been] taken away. 

Two issues were raised in respect of the impact of the pension on retention. First, it was 
noted that it is a retention tool; comments were made such as ‘a lot of guys in my position, a 
lot of us are hanging on just until we hit [our] pension time’, ‘it would be crazy to go before 
you do your 21 [years]’ and ‘I [will] be pensionable in [less than five years’] time… It wouldn’t 
make sense for me to go before then.’ 

Second, it was highlighted that the gap between the retirement age and the pensionable age 
can be a problem. One person mentioned that the mandatory retirement ages for Defence 
Forces personnel are ‘pretty low in comparison [with the retirement ages for other public 
servants], like 54 or 56 based on rank’ but that, following the 2013 reforms, personnel ‘have 
no entitlement to a pension until they’re 66 years [old]’. It was noted that ‘we’re going to be 
kicked out the door at 58 or 56… I mean it just, it just doesn’t add up’. Because of this, it was 
suggested that people need to leave the Defence Forces earlier than the standard 
retirement age in order to be able to build up a private pension. One person stated that 
personnel who joined after 2013 ‘have to make a decision at the age of 30, 35 when we’re 
still employable or can still get qualifications to be employable in civilian life’. 

It was also noted that this issue is particularly problematic for enlisted personnel because 
they have to wait until they are ‘even older’ to retire. Issues arising in respect of the 
supplementary pension were also mentioned, and it was suggested that these were unfair. 

A number of personnel noted that the information provided about the pension is very 
complex and that there is a lot of confusion about it. An officer noted that at one briefing ‘no 
one knew what anybody’s entitlements were… no one seemed to know… I think that was a 
major issue.’ 

Career progression 

The single most commonly raised issue in respect of progress was the almost inevitable 
requirement to move location upon promotion. Several examples were given of officers 
having an opportunity for promotion if they moved to a different location but choosing to 
remain at their current level since promotion would mean either living away from their 
family during the week or relocating their family to a different area. It was suggested that 
when officers are young, moving is not such a problem, but when they get older and have 
families, it is not feasible. It was noted that: 

People are always commuting because they’ll pick a spot somewhere – in the middle 
of all the places they could be just thrown to [at the] last minute – and they’ll buy a 
house knowing that ‘I’m gonna commute now [for a] minimum [of] an hour [for] the 
rest of my life each way, so [I’ll spend] two hours a day on the road.’ 

There was a small amount of commentary around the promotion process. It was suggested 
that some officer vacancies are not advertised, which  
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works for people who want to get ‘their man’ into a job without having to go 
through a transparent selection process… but it also means that people… get sent 
away against their will, when an advertisement might have resulted in numerous 
interested candidates. 

It was also suggested that in ‘You have to have experience in a variety of areas in order to 
get promoted, which reduces security of tenure.’ Furthermore, one person noted that 
because of the increase in the number of cadets coming into the system currently, ‘there will 
be a massive bottle-neck 10 years down the line’ because ‘they’re recruiting too much so 
you’re gonna have a hump’. This person went on to say that ‘when [people are] looking at 
their own careers, they’re [thinking], “Okay, I don’t have a future here. I need to go 
elsewhere” – so they will leave.’ 

There was little commentary in respect of gender, although there were a small number of 
comments highlighting challenges faced by women, particularly in terms of family life. It was 
suggested that some female officers’ careers stagnate when they ‘become a mother’ 
because they are not in a position to change locations or go overseas due to family 
commitments. 

Voice in decision making 

A number of officers suggested they have no voice and that they are badly served by those 
who are supposed to speak for them. It was noted that: 

The Department [of Defence] control our pay and allowances and seem to control 
everything we do and don’t understand really or don’t want to understand the work 
we do. 

It was also noted that ‘there isn’t a good relationship between the Department of Defence 
and the military’. Others noted that ‘we’re never afforded a place at the table for 
negotiations’ and that personnel are only allowed to have ‘representative associations’ 
rather than a union. It was suggested that these representative bodies are ‘left outside the 
door and all the deals are made [without them]’. Several comments were made about the 
role of government and it was suggested that ‘the government are abusing… our loyalty… 
because we’re not allowed to strike’. 

Many comments were also made about ‘just getting on with it’, ‘never saying no’ and having 
been trained to do that. One officer explained: 

When you’re given an order, you deliver so… people do take [too much] on – ‘Yes, yes 
I’ll do that, I’ll do that, I’ll do that…’ And then they fall over [because they can’t do 
what they’ve promised to do] with the level of workers missing. 

Another officer said: 

So it’s that constant abuse that has eroded trust within a lot of Defence Force 
members. I have loyalty and service to the state but the state doesn’t care about me. 

It was suggested that the work undertaken by those in the Defence Forces is not valued and 
‘there’s a general… lack of respect’ and knowledge about what personnel do. 

Accommodation 

Several comments were made about the accommodation and standards vary depending on 
the location. While a small number of officers made comments such as ‘it’s clean, it’s tidy, 
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it’s relatively modern’ and ‘I couldn’t complain about it whatsoever’, others noted that the 
‘standard of accommodation is appalling’ and ‘despicable’ and ‘I wouldn’t put my dog in 
this’. Several comments were made about having to share rooms, and one officer mentioned 
having to share ‘a room with a different set of three people almost every night for [several] 
weeks’, noting that ‘I was job hunting at the time because of it’. 

It was suggested that there has been ‘a massive increase in the uptake of living in 
accommodation’ by both enlisted and officer personnel, and it was noted that officers 
generally live in Defence Forces accommodation because they are commuting long distances 
while enlisted personnel do so because they are unable to afford alternative 
accommodation. It was also mentioned that many courses (including recruit and cadet 
training as well as promotional courses) require Defence Forces personnel to ‘live in’, and 
one officer reported that courses were being cancelled because of a lack of accommodation. 
It was also noted that ‘we’re the only military service in the entire world that does not 
provide accommodations for its troops’ and it was suggested that the lack of capital 
expenditure over the years has led to a need for significant investment now. 

Officers also highlighted that there are particular problems arising in the naval service 
because of the high cost of rent in the area of the naval base and because of the restrictions 
on space when on ships. It was suggested that this is a barrier to retention. 
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Part 5e: Summary and conclusions relating to officers 

Qualitative and quantitative data drawn from a survey completed by 242 officers and 
individual interviews (n = 15) and focus groups (n =27) completed with 42 officers based in 
the army, naval service and air corps identified a number of issues relevant to career and job 
intentions. 

 

This overall profile of officers working in the Defence Forces indicates that these individuals 
report being very engaged in their work, experience high levels of peer support and respect, 
and have high levels of job satisfaction (global). However, there is widespread dissatisfaction 
among officers with their involvement in information sharing and decision making, the level 
of job demands and their ability to balance their work–life planning. A majority also report 
low levels of satisfaction with pay and pension. 

The three indexes with the highest scores are  

 engagement (74.6%),  

 peer respect and support (72.0%) and  

 job satisfaction (global) (66.6%).  

The indexes with the lowest scores are: 

 information sharing and decision making (29.3%) 

 low job demands (30.0%) 

 satisfaction with work–life planning (32.3%).  

Satisfaction with pay and allowances (35.5%) and satisfaction with pension (35.6%) have the 
fourth and fifth lowest scores respectively. 

Conclusions, based on the findings, are now presented. 

Conclusions: positive aspects of the work and the organisation 

Findings arising from both qualitative and quantitative data highlighted positive aspects of 
working in the Defence Forces. 

Areas identified included the exciting and varied nature of the work, the camaraderie, being 
able to gain experience, having pride in serving one’s country and organisational support. 
The three most relevant reasons identified by those intending to stay in the Defence Forces 
were identified as colleagues (40%), personal or family reasons (40%) and suitable working 
hours/day/rota (33%).   

Conclusions: excessive workload and inadequate staffing levels 

Officers reported having an excessive workload, and it was highlighted that the situation is 
considerably worse now than previously.  

34% of officers expressed an intention to leave the Defence Forces
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Seventy-seven percent of those intending to leave their job identified the most relevant 
factor as ‘staffing levels are a problem’. A higher effort–reward ratio was found to predict 
intention to leave in the regression model.  

It was reported that ‘dysfunctional turnover’, particularly the loss of experienced personnel, 
has had a number of negative consequences. These include officers double, triple and 
quadruple jobbing; inability to perform to the standard required; challenges in supporting 
enlisted personnel; having too much responsibility; challenges in implementing day-to-day 
operations; personnel being promoted too soon; poorer relationships with peers and with 
junior and senior ranks; a lowering of morale; and an increase in risks arising.   

Conclusions: dissatisfaction with work–life balance and planning 

Working in the Defence Forces has a negative impact on work–life balance for officers and 
their families due to challenges relating to managing their workload, location uncertainty, 
commuting and the requirement to go overseas.   

The findings from the work–life planning index highlight widespread dissatisfaction with this 
area, and at 32% it was the third-lowest-scoring index reported for officers in this study. 
Lower work–life planning was identified as a significant predictor of intention to leave.  
Trying to manage work–life balance in the context of excessive workloads was highlighted, 
and many officers spoke about always being on call, taking their work home, negative 
impacts on their health and wellbeing, and poor work–life balance.  

Conclusions: Location uncertainty  

Location uncertainty, particularly following overseas duties or promotions, is a key source of 
concern for officers.  

While there were positive aspects associated with overseas duties and gaining promotions, a 
significant challenge relating to both is the impact on officers’ location following assignment. 
Two issues arise. First, there can be significant uncertainty about where an officer will be 
placed, particularly following an overseas assignment, and this is a source of stress, 
particularly where the officer has a family.  

Second, assignment to a new location can result in the officer living away from their family 
during the week or having a long commute from home to workplace. The commuting 
pressure index shows moderately high levels of dissatisfaction with this area (57%), and 
commuting pressure was also identified as a significant predictor of intention to leave. 
Officers spoke about the very negative impact of this area on their family life.  

Location uncertainty was the single most common issue raised in respect of career 
progression and some officers identified this as a barrier to promotion.  

Conclusions: dissatisfaction with pay, allowances and pensions 

There is widespread dissatisfaction with pay, allowances and pensions, and this finding is 
strongly reflected in both the quantitative and the qualitative findings.  

The pay and allowances index had the fourth lowest mean index score (35%) of all indexes 
included in the study, and satisfaction with pension (36%) had the fifth lowest score. 

Some officers were concerned about their overall pay level being lower than in the past, and 
low satisfaction with this area was significantly related to intention to leave. Changes in 
pension entitlements in the new contract introduced in 2013 were identified as ‘an absolute 
disaster for the Defence Forces’ and it was suggested that the mandatory age (reported to 
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be 50 years for more recent recruits) for leaving the Defence Forces had a negative impact 
on retention.  

Officers reported having fewer job alternatives than NCOs or privates and the mean index 
score was 65.5%. Better job opportunities elsewhere was identified as the third most 
relevant reason for leaving, and more job alternatives was identified in the regression 
analysis as a predictor of intention to leave. It was also suggested that the transferability of 
skills to alternative employment outside the Defence Forces would depend on the area 
worked in while a Defence Force member.  

Conclusions: concerns about enlisted personnel 

While officers raised a number of concerns about their own work and organisational context, 
many were more concerned about the situation for enlisted personnel.  

The main concerns about the terms and conditions for enlisted personnel raised in 
interviews focused on pay and allowances, and particular attention was drawn to pay 
relating to duties (e.g. security duty and weekend duty) and take-home pay, both of which 
were reported to be considerably worse now than in the past. 

Changes to pension entitlements for enlisted personnel were identified as having a very 
negative impact on retention, and recent changes in this area were directly linked with 
experienced personnel leaving the Defence Forces.  

The third area identified as problematic for enlisted personnel was poor access to, and a 
poor standard of, accommodation. It was suggested that this creates significant challenges.  

Conclusions: Low levels of satisfaction with information sharing and decision 
making 

Satisfaction with information sharing and decision making had the lowest mean index score 
for officers, at 29%. The findings from the qualitative data highlighted issues arising in a 
number of areas, including not being directly involved in pay negotiations, not being able to 
strike, feeling an obligation to always take on work even in situations where they are already 
working at full capacity, and having little choice about location or type of work.   

Conclusions: army, naval service and air corps  

There was no variation across the army, naval service or air corps in the regression analysis 
of officers’ intention to leave. The scale means for job demands and burnout for those in the 
naval service were significantly higher than for those in the army or air corps and satisfaction 
with work-life balance was significantly lower. Findings from the qualitative data also 
highlighted these differences.   

Work–life balance is more problematic for those in the naval service than for those in other 
areas because of the requirement to rotate to sea every two years. While this is challenging 
for all personnel, it is more difficult for those who commute long distances.  

Officers working in the air corps reported having fewer promotional opportunities than 
those assigned to the naval service or army. However, work–life balance was reported to be 
more positive because of a lower requirement to do overseas duties and because of location 
certainty.  
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Part 6: Quantitative and qualitative findings emerging in respect of 

NCOs’ intention to leave 
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Overview of findings emerging in respect of NCOs’ intention to leave 

This part focuses on the quantitative and qualitative findings with regard to NCOs’ intention 
to leave the Defence Forces. There are six sub-parts, as follows: 

 Part 6a presents an overview of NCOs’ intention to stay or leave and identifies the 
relevance of a range of reasons to their intention. 

 Part 6b presents NCOs’ perceptions of the job and the organisation. 

 Part 6c describes the regression analyses of NCOs’ intention to leave the 
organisation. 

 Part 6d presents the findings from interviews with NCOs. 

 Part 6e provides a summary and conclusions regarding retention issues relating to 
NCOs. 

The overall response rate to the survey for NCOs (n = 689) was 34.7% (army NCOs: 35.2%; 
naval service NCOs: 25.5% and air corps: 44.9%). In total, 58 NCOs took part in focus group 
(n =30) or individual interviews (n =28).  
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Part 6a: NCOs’ intention to stay in or leave the Defence Forces  

Percentages intending to stay in or leave the Defence Forces  

Respondents were asked whether they intended to stay in or leave the Defence Forces over 
the next two years. The responses are shown in Figure 20. In order to form two groups (stay 
or leave) for later analysis, ‘definitely leave’ and ‘probably leave’ were recoded as ‘leave’, 
and ‘definitely stay’ and ‘probably stay’ were recoded as ‘stay’. 

 

Figure 20: Responses to the question ‘In the next two years, do you intend to leave the 
Defence Forces, or do you intend to stay’?’ 

 

The intention to leave index score for NCOs was 56.5% and was most strongly correlated 
with the following: 

 job alternatives (.498) 

 job satisfaction (global) (−.380) 

 burnout (.370) 

 work–life planning (−.345) 

 job expectations (−.339) 

Relevance of factors for intending to stay in the Defence Forces 

NCO respondents who expressed an intention to stay in the Defence Forces were asked to 
indicate the relevance of a range of factors to this intention. These are shown in Figure 21. 
The three most relevant reasons (i.e. with the highest frequencies of ‘highly relevant’ 

61.4% of NCOs expressed an intention to leave the Defence Forces
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ratings) were pension eligibility (46%), personal or family reasons (37%), and suitable 
working hours (34%). 

The three reasons identified by NCOs as least relevant (i.e. with the highest frequencies of 
‘not relevant’ ratings) to their intention to stay in the Defence Forces were financial penalty 
(56%), medical / dental healthcare provision (33%) and too disruptive to leave (31%). 

Figure 21: Ratings of the relevance of various factors for intending to stay in the Defence 
Forces for the next two years: NCOs 

 

 

Note. This question was answered by the 38.6% of respondents who expressed an intention to stay in the 
Defence Forces for the next two years. Some columns do not add up to 100% due to rounding. 

Relevance of factors for intending to leave the Defence Forces  

NCO respondents who expressed an intention to leave the Defence Forces were asked to 
indicate the relevance of a range of factors to this intention. These are shown in Figure 22. 
The three most relevant reasons (i.e. with the highest frequencies of ‘highly relevant’ 
ratings) were pay (87%), staffing levels a problem (81%) and better job opportunities 
elsewhere (55%). 

The three reasons identified by NCOs as least relevant (i.e. with the highest frequencies of 
‘not relevant’ ratings) to their intention to leave the Defence Forces were taking a career 
break (but intending to return within five years) (82%), may not meet criteria to stay (76%) 
and work being too physically demanding (53%). 
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Figure 22: Ratings of the relevance of various factors for intending to leave Defence Forces 
in the next two years: NCOs 

 

 

Note. This question was answered by the 61.4% of respondents who expressed an intention to leave the Defence 
Forces in the next two years. Some columns do not add up to 100% due to rounding. 
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Part 6b: Perceptions of the job and the organisation 

 

 

Figure 23 presents the means for NCOs on the index measures that were included in the 
survey. All indexes are expressed as percentages (see Section 2: Methodology for more 
information), and while higher scores generally indicate more positive outcomes, it  should 
be noted that there are four ‘negative’ scales – responsibility overload, burnout, job 
demands and commuting pressure. The three indexes with the highest scores are job 
alternatives (69.9%), job demands (68.1%), and commuting pressure (63.6%). 

Three of the indexes have very low scores: information sharing and decision making (17.8%), 
satisfaction with pay and allowances (19.2%), and satisfaction with work–life planning 
(24.9%). 

The remaining indexes have scores ranging from 62.1% to 26.7%: 

 Engagement (62.1%) 

 Burnout (61.3%) 

 Peer respect and support (60.8%) 

 Impact (51.6%) 

 Responsibility overload (51.3%) 

 Autonomy (49.3%) 

 Global job satisfaction (48.0%) 

 Organisational commitment (44.4%) 

 Perceptions of manager support (37.4%) 

 Satisfaction with accommodation (36.0%)6 

 Training and promotion opportunities (31.8%) 

 Job satisfaction (specific) (28.5%)7 

 Satisfaction with pension (26.7%) 

Effort–reward ratio is an additional measure that is not included in Figure 23 since it is based 
on a different metric to the 0–100% scale of the indexes. NCO respondents had a mean 
effort–reward ratio of 1.88, meaning that they put in almost 1.9 times more effort than the 
reward experienced in their work. 

                                                           

6 Four percent (4.2%) of NCO respondents reported living in Defence Forces accommodation. The 

accommodation index mean for NCOs living in Defence Forces accommodation is 33.9%.  
7 Job satisfaction (specific) refers to the ;evel of satisfaction with specific aspects of job such as personal / major 
equipment, systems and infrastructure. See data appendix for overall findings.  

The overall profile of NCOs working in the Defence Forces indicates that these individuals 
report having very good job alternatives, are moderately engaged in their work, and 
experience moderate levels of peer support and respect. However, there is widespread 
dissatisfaction with involvement in information sharing and decision making, pay and 
allowances, work–life planning and pensions. These individuals also report low levels of 
training and promotion opportunities, high levels of job demands, and low levels of job 
satisfaction (specific). A majority of these individuals are dissatisfied with 
accommodation and experience commuting pressures. 
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Figure 23: Index scores: perceptions of job and of organisation for NCOs in the Defence 
Forces 
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Part 6c: Regression analyses of intention to leave the organisation 

Regression analyses were carried out for NCOs to examine whether different perceptions 
were associated with intention to leave the organisation. 

Table 14 provides a summary of the regression analyses for NCOs, while Table 15 shows the 
more detailed model output. Results indicate that: 

 In Model 1, there is no variation across army, naval service and air corps so this 
measure has been dropped from the analysis. 

 In Model 2, which includes measures of perceptions of job, organisation and the 
wider employment context, 4 of the 13 indexes examined are significant predictors 
of intention to leave, i.e. job alternatives, commuting pressure, training and 
promotion opportunities, and job responsibility overload. Model 2 accounts for 
30.2% of the variation in intention to leave among NCOs.  

 In Model 3, six of the seven impact measures are significant: higher effort–reward 
ratio, higher burnout, lower job satisfaction (global), lower job satisfaction (specific), 
lower work–life planning and lower organisational commitment. Model 3 explains 
23.3% of the variation in intention to leave among NCOs. 

 Just like for officers, the strongest predictor of intention to leave among NCOs is the 
job alternatives scale, as indicated by the standardised coefficient of .410 (the 
second highest coefficient, −.165, is associated with job satisfaction (global)). 

Table 14: Summary of regression of respondents’ intention to leave: NCOs 

Characteristics unrelated to 
likelihood of leaving  

Characteristics related to likelihood of leaving  

Individual and employment characteristics (controls) 

Area of service (army, naval service 
or air corps) 

 

Perceptions of job and organisation 

Autonomy Higher job alternatives  

Impact Higher commuting pressure 

Information sharing and decision 
making 

Lower training and promotion opportunities 

Satisfaction with pay and allowances Lower levels of job responsibility overload 

Support and respect from peers 
 

Satisfaction with pension  

Perceptions of manager support  

Job demands  

Satisfaction with accommodation  

Impacts 

Engagement Lower job satisfaction (global) 

 Higher effort–reward ratio 

 Lower organisational commitment 

 Lower work–life planning 

 Higher burnout 

 Lower job satisfaction (specific) 
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Table 15: Parameter estimates and significance tests for multiple linear regression models of respondents’ intention to leave: NCOs 

Defence Forces personnel: intention to leave 

Model 1: individual and 
employment characteristics only 

(not statistically significant) 

Model 2: perceptions (r-square 
= .302) 

Model 3: impacts (r-square = 
.233) 

Expected 
change in 
outcome 

f or t p 
Expected 
change in 
outcome 

f or t p 
Expected 
change in 
outcome 

f or t p 

Perceptions of job, organisation and wider employment context 

Job alternatives (higher scores indicate more alternative employment)       .410 11.812 <.001       

Commuting pressure (higher scores indicate more pressure)    .159 4.324 <.001    

Training and promotion opportunities (higher scores indicate more opportunities)    −.135 −3.816 <.001    

Job responsibility overload (higher scores indicate a more positive outcome)       −.091 −2.612 .009       

Impacts 

Job satisfaction (global) (higher scores indicate a more positive outcome)             −.165 −3.548 <.001 

Burnout (higher scores indicate a more negative outcome)       .152 3.389 <.001 

Effort–reward ratio (higher scores indicate a more negative outcome)             .146 3.431 .001 

Organisational commitment (higher scores indicate more commitment)             −.123 −2.924 .004 

Work–life planning (higher scores indicate a more positive outcome)       −.135 −2.965 .003 

Job satisfaction (specific) (higher scores indicate a more positive outcome)       .120 2.956 .003 
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Part 6d: Issues arising from interviews with NCOs 

This part focuses on key issues arising in respect of the retention of NCOs and considers why 
NCOs stay in or leave the Defence Forces. In total, 58 NCOs took part in focus group (n =30) 
or individual interviews (n =28).  

Overall views on retention in the Defence Forces 

The commentary relating to the overall status of the Defence Forces was characterised by 

overwhelming concern for the future of the organisation, and almost every interviewee 

drew attention to the retention issues arising. Many noted that while the Defence Forces 

used to be a good organisation to work for, this was no longer the case. This is reflected in 

the following comments: ‘it is going downhill in every way’, ‘[the service is at] crisis point’, 

‘we are just firefighting’, ‘everyone is just coming in with this air of dread’, ‘it’s like a 

runaway train at this stage’, ‘it’s just doom and gloom’ and ‘something drastic has to be 

done to fix it’. One NCO said: 

We’re currently in a position where we’re filling a bucket with a hole in the bottom of 
it. Only so much water is staying in it and the rest is running out and we’re in a 
position now where we haven’t solved how to… stop the leak in the bucket. 

Positive aspects and reasons to stay  

Several NCOs indicated that they had a family background in the Defence Forces; some 
mentioned hearing ‘all the war stories’, thinking ‘there is opportunity there’ and feeling ‘I 
could make a change somewhere’. Others noted that they had always known ‘as a child 
really’ that they ‘wanted to be a soldier’ and would ‘end up joining up’. A number of NCOs 
highlighted that while they had concerns about pay and conditions, ‘overall the service has 
served me well’, ‘it’s been very good to me’, ‘I just loved the job, from the day I came in’ and 
‘I love the Defence Forces’. 

Pension after 21 years 

It was noted that personnel who joined the Defence Forces prior to the changes in contract, 
particularly those changes that took place after 2013, had a right to a pension after 21 years’ 
service. It was suggested that this is one of the ‘big draws’ and the ‘carrot at the end of the 
stick… to keep you there’. It was also reported that the reason for being awarded a pension 
after 21 years was to ‘get people who were 39 or 40 to leave the army, and go off and do 
something else’. Interviewees noted that this has the benefit of: 

 keeping the average age young 

 creating vacancies for those who want to stay 

 creating the potential for an effective reserve in the event of a crisis. 

It was also reported that the pension was designed to sustain personnel leaving the Defence 
Forces after a long career because of the injuries and the stresses that they would incur. 
Several comments were made on this subject; for example, one person said: ‘the pension… 
kind of kept you hanging on in there, you wanna reach that pension – [you think to yourself], 
“Keep the head down for 21 years, I’ll attain my pension.”’ Others said: ‘the pension is the 
only thing that’s keeping me in’ and ‘the pension has to be the biggest thing [that’s keeping 
me in the service]’. A small number of individuals noted that they had stayed because they 
couldn’t afford to buy themselves out. 
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Other reasons why NCOs stay 

Other reasons why NCOs stay in the Defence Forces are presented in Figure 24. 

Figure 24: Other positive aspects of the Defence Forces for NCOs 

 

Challenges and reasons to leave  

While a number of issues were raised in terms of reasons for leaving, the most common one 
was pay and conditions, followed by pension. 

Pay and conditions 

While one NCO noted that ‘it’s not all about pay’ and others highlighted that they had not 
joined the Defence Forces to make money, the single overwhelming reason people gave for 
leaving the Defence Forces was pay. This is exemplified in the commentary, which included 
statements such as ‘pay is a massive issue’, ‘the money is a big thing’, ‘the finance is the 
thing, the major issue’, ‘the pay is savage’, ‘the pay is very bad and you are never going to 
get past that’ and ‘pay is deplorable – straightaway, pay is just… it’s 80, 90 percent of the 
problems, I think’. One NCO who was in the process of leaving said: 

I love it yeah. It’s gonna break my heart to leave. Like I will – I’ll be in floods of tears 
leaving. I don’t want to go, but I’ve literally no choice. And I’m not money driven 
whatsoever but I have to be able to pay my mortgage and still have something after 
the end of it, you know. 

Type and variety of work

•It is ‘a life less ordinary’ and every day is different.

Pride

•The pride hasn’t gone. I still have the same pride.

Camaraderie

•The friends you make during your career are second to none – best friends you’ll ever 
make in your life. It’s more like I’m part of a community and I’m part of a family.

Income

•I have collected a wage every Wednesday, every week, for the last [number of] years.

Educational opportunities

•I came into the Defence Forces with [a] Leaving Cert[ificate] and [am] leaving with a 
degree, and I have developed many skills.

Overseas opportunities

•I’ve seen all sides of it. It opens your eyes to, I suppose, humanity in a way.
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Decreases in take-home pay as a consequence of the 2008 financial crisis 

It was also mentioned that while personnel in the Defence Forces didn’t ‘benefit from the 
boom’, they were ‘an easy target’ when the financial crisis hit. One person said: ‘our pay has 
been cut, our allowances have been cut, our duty pay has been cut’. One NCO estimated 
that they had lost ‘around 10 to 15 percent overall’ of their pay. It was noted that, in tandem 
with the pay cuts, personnel ‘also had to pay extra. …the property tax, and then you have 
the Universal Social Charge – they added on a rake of taxes to us all.’ 

It was also highlighted that while other public servants have had their pay restored, 
including members of government, there has not been any restoration for Defence Forces 
personnel: 

There has been zero activity on pay restoration for the Defence Forces… and they 
know that we will never ever strike, ever. 

Some senior NCOs noted that they are ‘still earning less than… in 2007’ despite having been 
promoted and having an additional allowance. One very senior NCO reported having to use a 
credit card for certain periods of the month because ‘I run out of money’. 

Duty money 

The amount paid for 24-hour duties is a major bone of contention, and NCOs reported that 
the amount was drastically reduced as a result of the post-2008 financial crisis. As a 
consequence, personnel now undertake 24-hour duties for ‘less than 20 euros’. Comments 
included: ‘it’s a complete and utter insult’ and ‘it’s a pittance – it’s an absolute pittance’. The 
duty allowance was compared unfavourably with pay in a range of other jobs in both the 
public and private sectors – for example, ‘tell me any other job where you work 24 hours for 
20 euros’. Both travel and childcare costs are associated with doing duties and, 
consequently, it can cost NCOs to come to work. 

Allowances 

It was also suggested that the Military Service Allowance is used as a justification for not 
paying personnel at a level NCOs considered appropriate and that this allowance is expected 
to compensate personnel for being available to the Defence Forces at all times. A number of 
NCOs suggested that this allowance should be an integral part of personnel’s wages because 
without it ‘we’re actually earning nothing really, in the grand scheme of things’. 

In addition to Military Service Allowance, each of the three services (army, naval service and 
air corps) have additional allowances that can be paid. It was highlighted that these 
allowances can be very little (e.g. it was suggested that a flight allowance ‘works out at 
about 15 euros per week’). It was also noted that, as a result of the post-2008 financial crisis, 
some allowances were removed and others were reduced (comments included ‘it was only 
about seven euros per week but it was an incentive’ and ‘the seagoing money and all that 
has been axed in half’). Again, it was noted that restoration of these allowances has not 
taken place. 

Pay and conditions for recruits and privates 

A number of NCOs mentioned that they were much less concerned about their own pay and 
conditions than with the pay and conditions of recruits and privates. It was also noted that 
while ‘somebody of 17 or 18 years might get by’, once they have a family it becomes 
impossible to live on the same amount of money. A small number of examples were given of 
privates who had been unable to get a loan or a mortgage because the ‘banks won’t touch 
[them]… [we’re] that lowly paid, [the banks are afraid they] won’t get [their] money back’. It 
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was also noted that recruits only earn slightly more than the dole and consequently there is 
almost no incentive to stay in the Defence Forces. 

Pension entitlement 

There was much negative commentary about the new contracts that were introduced in 
2013, which require enlisted personnel to meet a number of criteria at specific times in their 
career (including going on courses, getting promoted and going overseas) in order to be able 
to stay in the Defence Forces. These contracts also removed the entitlement to a pension 
after 21 years’ service.  

NCOs noted that the new contracts ‘are brutal for NCOs’ and that it is impossible to ‘sell that 
to someone’. Other NCOs suggested that the way the contracts are set up means the 
Defence Forces does not want a ‘career soldier’ and there were concerns that ‘in the next 10 
years the Defence Forces are going to be gone’. It was noted that the requirement to meet 
certain criteria (around promotion, courses and going overseas) in order to remain in the 
Defence Forces has created a lot of uncertainty about the future, and a number of NCOs 
spoke about personnel leaving as they were not sure they would be able to meet these 
criteria. 

Impact of pay, allowances and the new contract on retention 

A lack of financial reward was identified as the main reason for people leaving – particularly 
newer recruits, whom the interviewees believed are treated particularly unfavourably. This 
is highlighted in Figure 25. 
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Figure 25: Impact of pay, allowances and new contract on retention of NCOs 

 

Other issues relating to the organisational context 

A number of other issues arising in respect of the organisational context are now 
summarised. These are accommodation, equipment, career progression, management and 
leadership, and education and training. 

Accommodation 

There were many criticisms of the accommodation provided throughout the Defence Forces, 
particularly that made available to recruits. While it was noted that ‘we’re not looking for 
five-star luxury’ and ‘it’s not as bad as others’, it was also suggested that a basic minimum 
standard should be available. Comments were made such as ‘you’d find better prison 
conditions’ and ‘they’re living in cramped bunk-bed conditions in a single, open room’. The 
issues arising are summarised in Figure 26. 

•We can’t afford to rent, we can’t afford to buy our own 
house. We’re living paycheck to paycheck… My partner is 
stressed out about it. I’m stressed out about it.

Unable to afford rent or 
mortgage

•We’re hemorrhaging people, young lads mainly, because 
they are coming in, they are getting trained, and then they 
are seeing that the money is not there. Then they are being 
offered more money at McDonald’s or wherever.

Better-paid alternatives 
elsewhere

•I think it’s a personal insult. My wife laughs at me, she says, 
‘You’re leaving our kids on a Saturday just for 20 euros and 
I’m gonna spend it on my lunch.’ She’s telling me to leave 
the Defence Forces ’cause we’re being abused…

Unable to fund family life

•We had three young lads from [name of place] working in 
[type of] factories and then doing a full 36-hour shift over 
three or four days on top of their own working days in order 
to provide for their families… That’s causing a lot of 
discontent.

Having a second job

•It makes you anxious. You have a mortgage, you have kids, 
you don’t know if you’re going to be here in [number of] 
years time.Uncertain future
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Figure 26: Challenges arising in respect of accommodation 

 

Repairs and improvements of facilities 

NCOs spoke about there being an uphill battle and of having to fight every day to ‘get things 
done in accommodation’ and work facilities. Some very difficult situations were identified. It 
was noted that most repairs have to be signed off by an engineer and, due to retention 
problems, they are ‘very scarce’. It was also highlighted that the budget for repairs is held 
centrally; after mentioning a number of issues with the facilities, one senior NCO said: ‘I 
don’t have a cent to do anything.’ Another NCO spoke about a previous assignment: ‘I was 
responsible for everything; I was to blame for everything, but I had no resources.’ 

Gym and training facilities 

It was noted that there is a requirement to keep fit but there are many ‘deficits in the 
training locations’ and ‘the gymnasiums aren’t good – they’re not up to a good standard’ or 
are ‘way below standard’. One NCO suggested that ‘people on low wages are paying to go to 
[private] gyms and it’s a disgrace’. 

Naval Service 

The situation for those working in the Naval Service is particularly acute, and it was 
suggested that because of low pay some seamen are ‘living on the ship’. It was also noted 
that on the smaller vessels ‘you’ve 11 people sharing a cabin’. An NCO mentioned ‘a major 
crisis with accommodation here on [the location of a specific naval base]’ because ‘more and 

General conditions are poor

•I don’t think anyone would have any problem paying 100 euros a week for the accommodation if you 
were getting your electricity, your laundry, your rations and a decent place to live.

Limited availability of accommodation

•We’re expecting people to move around the country at a minute’s notice. We don’t have 
accommodation to put people in those places and nor are accommodation allowances paid.

Inequity within the Defence Forces

•In the cadet school, you’ve your own room, you have your showers working. Everything is put on for 
you.

Shared sleeping arrangements

•There’s [more than 20] of them living in the barracks. Unheard of. Absolutely unheard of back in my 
day. And you were only there short term… It’s terrible. Absolutely terrible.

Poor facilities

•They can’t get the internet into their accommodation because they’re living in an army barracks. 
They can’t get Sky TV because they’re living in an army barracks. Even to get their laundry done. 
They have to go outside to get their laundry done.
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more people cannot afford to live [outside the base]’. It was noted, however, that the newer 
ships are more comfortable. 

Equipment 

A number of comments were made about the equipment generally available to the Defence 
Forces. While it was suggested that some items are of a better standard than in the 1990s, a 
number of deficits were mentioned (e.g. inappropriate body armour, not enough uniforms 
or footwear, inadequate office equipment and supplies, and poor laundry services). One 
person suggested: 

We’re working in conditions there that they would have worked in 40 years ago. If 
you’d dug a lad up out of [name of] graveyard and brought them into the barracks to 
show them there, he’d recognise the stores. You know what I mean? 

Career progression 

Most of the commentary relating to career progression noted the consequences of the 
points system. It is a contractual requirement that privates and other enlisted personnel get 
promoted within a specific period of time (e.g. to sergeant by 21 years). Decisions around 
promotion are made on the basis of points awarded for undertaking courses, having 
overseas experience, having experience in different units, an annual review (recorded on 
Form 667) and a competency-based interview. It was suggested that while the previous 
system was ‘archaic’, the new system has had ‘a number of unintended consequences’. 
These consequences are presented in Figure 27. 

Figure 27: Consequences of new promotion system 

 

Having to move to different units to get points

•So if you move around different units you get points and stuff like that. So what you find is that 
you have an awful lot of people moving around all over the place to get points. But there’s no 
points to staying loyal to your own unit.

Lack of experience in the area

•So you have people getting promoted into jobs that they’re not qualified [to do] and not expert 
in… because it’s based solely on points.

Location uncertainty on promotion

•Between work–life balance, the expense, the additional car, the additional tax [and] insurances, it 
just wasn’t feasible to take that [promotion] role.

Not enough vacancies

•You go and you do it – a tough course to get promoted – and then you want that promotion you 
were told [you'd get], but actually there’s no vacancies for you.

Loyalty compromised

•Back to the 1990s, 2000s, before all that, you had a lot of loyalty, a lot of comradeship. You still 
have it, but the Defence Forces, their new promotion system, had a really bad affect.

Personnel in the air corps are disadvantaged

•And you get more opportunity for overseas [in a different sector], and they come into the air 
corps, and blow people out of the water because they haven’t been overseas but are scored on 
the same criteria.
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Management and leadership 

There was some anger at the Department of Defence, the Minister for Defence and other 
politicians and it was suggested that there is hypocrisy around ‘politicians saying we all have 
to respect our service men and all this and yet not do anything about the terms and 
conditions’. It was suggested that personnel in the Defence Forces always respond to 
whatever requests are made, either overseas or in Ireland, by government, but that they are 
voiceless within the system. It was suggested that decisions about their lives are made by 
people who do not have any knowledge about them. It was particularly highlighted that they 
are not allowed to be part of a political party or to strike and it was noted that this limits 
their influence. 

Line management 

While there was a small amount of negative commentary, in general, the commentary in 
respect of line managers was positive. NCOs said ‘my boss always treats me with the highest 
respect’, ‘I’m in a unit where my CO [commanding officer] is very understanding’, ‘my 
current boss is brilliant’ and ‘they are caught between a rock and a hard place’. It was 
suggested, however, that managers should say ‘no’ more often rather than agreeing to take 
on all the work. It was also suggested that ‘proper HR policies should be put in place’, 
particularly around time off and educational support. 

Officers 

It was also reported that the ratio of commissioned officers to enlisted personnel is higher 
than in other countries, such as the UK. NCOs also mentioned that the two-tier system 
favours officers; that officers are fully funded to undertake education; that officers’ 
accommodation, pay and facilities are better than those of NCOs; that officers’ health 
insurance is paid for them; that officers can access medical tests and treatment more 
quickly; and that officers have a very clear line of progression. One NCO suggested that 
higher numbers of enlisted personnel should be given opportunities to become officers. 

Education and training 

A number of courses were identified as taking place within the Defence Forces, including 
diving courses, weapon courses, NCO courses and logistics courses. However, it was 
suggested that ‘an awful lot of them don’t transfer over to Civilian Street’ and this was 
identified as a concern for personnel. It was also noted that residential courses that take 
place over a long period of time can be a barrier for personnel with families. 

Access to external courses through Springboard and through the Institute of Technology, 
Carlow, was identified as a positive development, although it was noted that the inclusion of 
the Defence Forces in titles of some degree courses made them less transferable to civilian 
life. It was also suggested that it can be difficult to get time off to do courses, particularly 
where the workload is very high, and it was also noted that there can be a lot of competition 
between personnel. Some NCOs identified having to pay for their own courses and ‘travel up 
and down under my own expense’. 

Issues arising in respect of the job 

A number of issues were identified in respect of the job. These related to workload and 
staffing, and the impact on work–life balance.  

Workload and staffing 

The four main issues arising in respect of workload and staffing are presented in Figure 28. 



 

91 

 

Figure 28: Issues arising in respect of workload and staffing 

 

Higher workload with fewer personnel 

There were a number of comments about shortages of personnel, with comments such as 
‘we don’t have the troops’, ‘[the situation] puts more pressure on troops out [on 
deployment]’, ‘you could be very busy for weeks’ and ‘I find I am inundated with work’. It 
was noted that the workload is the same or even higher despite having fewer personnel. 
One senior NCO noted that everyone is ‘missing people out of their section. And the 
workload hasn’t gotten easier. It’s actually increased more.’ Many examples were given of 
the number of staff in the workplace being substantially lower than the number allocated. 
One person said: 

Our job is 28 hours a day, 9 days a week. It just constant! … Even when you’re on 
leave, your phone is going. 

A number of NCOs made comments about ‘never saying no’ because of the Defence Forces 
ethos and culture: ‘if there is a requirement for the work to be done, you’ll be here until it’s 
done’. 

Double and triple jobbing 

It was also suggested that everybody is ‘multitasking’ and several examples were given of 
where one individual could be doing ‘three or four different jobs’. One NCO spoke about not 
having anybody in position at the rank above them for the past two years and, consequently, 
just taking on that work. Concerns were raised about not being able to do everything 
properly, with comments such as ‘you never get to focus on doing one job well’, ‘you’re 
doing two or three different things’, ‘you’re double and triple jobbing all the time’, ‘you’re 
getting pulled from Billy to Jack’ and ‘everything’s very stretched’. It was noted that 
everything is ‘expected to be done within a small timeframe’ and ‘you’re trying to get the 
most important things done… and the other stuff gets put by the wayside and sometimes, to 
be totally honest, it could be forgotten about’. It was also suggested that there is no financial 
recognition when personnel take on additional roles, and some personnel reported having 
to put courses ‘on the back burner’. 

Under-employment of privates 

It was suggested that due to there being insufficient numbers of NCOs to supervise and 
mentor privates, situations arise where privates are not fully occupied. One NCO said: ‘I’ll be 
honest and tell you, sometimes lads might be sitting around in a locker room.’ It was also 
suggested that some privates are not motivated and don’t look for work, and that ‘when one 
lad is flat out working, two lads might be taking [it easy]… I can go and sit in my car and look 
at my phone for the rest of the day’. 

Higher workload 
with fewer 
personnel

Double and triple 
jobbing

Under-employment 
of privates

Issues specific to 
the naval service
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Issues specific to the Naval Service 

The situation around workload and duties appears to be particularly acute in the Naval 
Service, and personnel reported being ‘pushed to the limits’ and having to ‘grin and bear and 
get on with it’. It was reported that personnel are assigned to two years at sea and then two 
years on shore. One NCO explained: 

I don’t think a lot of the people in the country understand the job of the Naval Service 
and they’re probably under [the] delusion that we go to sea for a couple of weeks 
and when we’re home, we’re home for a few weeks. And we’re not… we’re preparing 
the ship again to go back out: maintenance, fuelling it up, rations, duties, it’s 
constant. 

Work–life balance 

While examples were given of great flexibility within the Defence Forces for individuals who 
have an immediate need, and a small number of individuals made comments such as ‘to be 
brutally honest [my] work–life balance is fine because… I’ve noticed that I don’t put as much 
into work anymore as I used to’, many challenges were identified regarding work–life 
balance. 

NCOs spoke about ‘constantly juggling’, ‘coming home and [being] exhausted at night’, 
‘being on call constantly’ and having to meet work requirements at short notice because ‘we 
have so little bodies’. It was suggested that the Defence Forces has become ‘very anti-
family’; one example given was that personnel can be told on a Friday evening that the 
following Monday they’re going to another location for three weeks or perhaps two months. 
The impact of this was explained as follows: 

That’s very, very hard because then you’re talking about adjusting crèches, [spouse] 
maybe adjusting work. I know my [spouse] has had to turn down maybe two or three 
promotions over the years because [he/she] has to maintain that flexibility at work 
to be able to cover me because I could turn around there and say, ‘Listen, I’m after 
getting caught there. We’re not coming back till tomorrow.’ That happens an awful 
lot. 

Several NCOs spoke about a dependence on broader family and of a reliance on them to 
help out. One person noted, ‘obviously that leads to rows, and domestic issues, and all the 
rest of it’. 

Impact of re-structuring the Defence Forces 

A number of NCOs highlighted challenges arising as a result of the re-structuring of the 
Defence Forces and of the reduction in the number of battalions in 2012. Examples were 
given of where people had been moved at short notice to locations a considerable distance 
from their original base. This has led to some personnel having to commute substantial 
distances from their home and a number of interviewees drew attention to both the cost 
and tiredness associated with this. 

Impact of working in the Naval Service on work–life balance 

The situation for those working in the Naval Service is particularly acute. It was mentioned 
that the number of duties naval personnel are required to do because of shortages is 
excessive (e.g. ‘you’re doing two, three duties every two weeks… if you’re in on a two-week 
period you’re doing an average of three or four duties sometimes’). NCOs also noted that 
while they had known what they were signing up for, once they had family the situation had 
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become very challenging. One person stated: ‘You don’t want to be away three-quarters of 
the year if you think about it over a two-year period.’ 
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Part 6e: Summary and conclusions relating to NCOs 

Qualitative and quantitative data drawn from a survey completed by 689 NCOs and 
individual interviews (n = 28) and focus groups (n = 30) completed with 58 NCOs based in the 
army, naval service and air corps identified a number of issues relevant to career and job 
intentions. 

 

The three indexes with the highest scores are job alternatives (69.9%), engagement (62.1%), 
and peer support and respect (60.8%). 

Three of the indexes have very low scores: 

 information sharing and decision making (17.8%) 

 satisfaction with pay and allowances (19.2%) 

 satisfaction with work–life planning (24.9%). 

The overall profile of NCOs working in the Defence Forces indicates that these individuals 
report having very good job job alternatives, are moderately engaged in their work, and 
experience moderate levels of peer support and respect. However, there is widespread 
dissatisfaction with involvement in information sharing and decision making, pay and 
allowances, work–life planning and pensions. These individuals also report low levels of 
training and promotion opportunities, high levels of job demands and low levels of job 
satisfaction (specific). A majority of these individuals are dissatisfied with their 
accommodation and experience commuting pressures. 

Conclusions, based on the findings, are now presented. 

Conclusions: positive aspects of the work and the organisation 

NCOs are engaged with their work (mean index score: 62%) and enjoy moderate levels of 
peer support and respect (mean index score: 61%). 

A small number of comments highlighted positive aspects of working as an NCO in the 
Defence Forces; of these, having a pension after 21 years emerged most commonly and 
most strongly. Other reasons for remaining in the Defence Forces included the type and 
variety of the work, having pride in being a member of the Defence Forces, having good 
camaraderie, receiving an income, and having opportunities for education, training and 
travelling overseas.  

Conclusions: dissatisfaction with pay and allowances  

The single overwhelming reason given by NCOs for leaving the Defence Forces was pay and 
conditions, and this is strongly reflected in both the quantitative and the qualitative data. 
The commentary around these areas far exceeded the commentary on any other issue. 

The pay and allowances index had the second lowest mean score (19%) of all indexes 
included in the study, and almost nine in every ten NCOs (87%) who indicated an intention 
to leave identified pay as a reason to do so.  

61% of NCOs expressed an intention to leave the Defence Forces
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Many concerns were raised about low levels of overall pay and allowances, particularly that 
provided for 24-hour duties. Many NCOs expressed anger, frustration and a sense of 
unfairness at the reduced pay received following the financial crisis. The consequences for 
NCOs (who also raised concerns about privates) of the current levels of pay were identified 
as not being able to afford rent or a mortgage, not being able to provide basics for their 
families, having to hold a second job and having an uncertain future.  

Many better-paid job alternatives were identified in interviews with NCOs, and the mean 
index score for job alternatives (70%) was the highest of all the mean scores for indexes 
among this group.  

Conclusions: pension entitlements  

There is widespread dissatisfaction with the pension entitlements for personnel under the 
new contracts. It is of note that the scale means for satisfaction with pension are significantly 
lower for those who entered the Defence Forces in or after 2005 compared with those who 
entered prior to that.  

Changes that have taken place in relation to pension entitlements were identified as 
particularly problematic because entitlement to a full pension does not arise until after 30 
years. At this stage, it was suggested, it is too late for a person to start a new career, and 
family expenses may also be particularly high at this stage. This is reflected in the 
satisfaction with pension index, where the score was the fourth lowest (27%) of all the index 
scores for this group. There was substantial commentary about the revised pension 
arrangements, and 40% of respondents identified job opportunities being too limited by the 
time their pension would be paid as a reason for leaving. Pension eligibility was also 
reflected in reasons to stay; 46% of NCOs reported pension eligibility as a reason to stay. 
Findings from the qualitative data suggest that these personnel are likely to be in receipt of a 
pension after 21 years.  

Conclusions: excessive workload and low staffing levels  

Excessive workload and low staffing levels were identified as a challenge for NCOs and 81% 
identified ‘staffing levels a problem’ as a reason to leave.  

Burnout (which for this group had a mean index score of 61%) and higher effort–reward 
ratio (calculated to be 1.88, meaning that NCOs put in almost 1.9 times more effort than the 
reward experienced in their work) were both identified as significant predictors of intention 
to leave in the regression analysis.  

Personnel spoke about having a higher workload in part because of there being fewer 
personnel than previously but also because of a culture of ‘never saying no’, and some NCOs 
noted that they were double or triple jobbing. Lower levels of job responsibility overload, 
however, were also identified as predictors of intention to leave, suggesting that a careful 
balance in respect of the level of responsibility is required.  

A small number of comments made by NCOs, however, highlighted the under-employment 
of privates.  

Conclusions: work–life imbalance 

Working in the Defence Forces as an NCO has a negative impact on work–life balance. This is 
evidenced by the work–life planning index, which at 25% had the third lowest index score for 
NCOs.  
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Low levels of work–life planning were identified as a predictor of intention to leave in the 
regression analysis. Re-structuring of the Defence Forces in 2012, which involved a reduction 
in the numbers of battalions and barracks, was identified as having had a detrimental impact 
on work–life balance. 

The need to commute is reflected in the findings regarding the commuting index, which had 
a mean score of 64%, suggesting a moderate to high level of commuting pressure among 
NCOs. More commuting pressure was identified as a predictor of intention to leave in the 
regression analysis. In addition, 27% of those intending to leave the Defence Forces 
identified an inconvenient workplace location as a reason to leave.  

Conclusions: challenges with training and promotion opportunities  

NCOs reported low levels of satisfaction with training and promotion opportunities and it 
was highlighted that this is particularly problematic due to the requirements of the new 
contract in place since 2013. 

The mean index score for training and promotion opportunities was 32%, suggesting low 
levels of satisfaction with this aspect of the organisation. Additionally, fewer training and 
promotion opportunities were identified as a predictor of intention to leave in the 
regression analysis.  

Most of the commentary relating to career progression focused on the consequences of 
having to attain a number of points for promotion, which, in turn, is a requirement to 
remain within the Defence Forces. Consequences of the system that were identified 
included having to move to different units to get points, individuals with limited experience 
in a specific area being promoted to posts within that area, location uncertainty on 
promotion, insufficient vacancies, and compromised loyalty to specific divisions and units.  

Access to external courses, such as those available through Springboard and the Institute of 
Technology, Carlow, were welcomed. However, access to some courses was identified as 
limited, including those required for promotional purposes. A requirement to live away from 
home for some courses, including NCO courses, was also highlighted as challenging.  

Conclusions: challenges with accommodation  

There are low levels of satisfaction with access to, and the standard of, accommodation 
available to NCOs.  

The mean index score for satisfaction with accommodation was 36%, and a number of issues 
were identified as problematic. These were the generally poor condition of accommodation, 
limited availability, inequity within the Defence Forces in terms of access to, and standard of, 
accommodation between enlisted and officer ranks, poor facilities and shared sleeping 
accommodation. Of these, shared sleeping accommodation was highlighted as very 
problematic.  

Challenges were also identified in terms of repairs being carried out in a timely manner due 
to the lack of local budgets and qualified personnel to undertake this work.  

Conclusions: challenges with information sharing and decision making  

There is widespread dissatisfaction among NCOs with information sharing and decision 
making.  

As was the case for the other ranks, the mean index score for information sharing and 
decision making (18%) was the lowest of all the index scores for NCOs. The qualitative data 
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suggest this may be explained, in part, by NCOs feeling a lack of voice in decision making 
around pay, allowances and conditions.  

The perceptions of manager support mean index score was low at 37%, although, in general, 
NCOs spoke positively about their line managers. Some attention was drawn to the 
differences in terms and conditions between enlisted and officer personnel.  

Conclusions: army, naval service and air corps 

There was no variation across the army, naval service and air corps in the regression analysis 
of intention to leave.  

However, findings from interviews with NCOs suggest that those working in the naval service 
experience higher workloads and lower levels of work–life balance. Accommodation was 
also identified as particularly problematic in the naval service.  
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Part 7: Quantitative and qualitative findings emerging in respect of 

privates’ intention to leave 
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Overview of findings emerging in respect of privates’ intention to leave 

This part focuses on the quantitative and qualitative findings with regard to privates’ 
intention to leave the Defence Forces. There are six sub-parts, as follows: 

 Part 7a presents an overview of privates’ intention to stay or leave and identifies the 
relevance of a range of reasons to their intention. 

 Part 7b presents privates’ perceptions of the job and the organisation. 

 Part 7c describes the regression analyses of privates’ intention to leave the 
organisation. 

 Part 7d presents the findings from interviews with privates. 

 Part 7e provides a summary and conclusions regarding retention issues relating to 
privates. 

The overall response rate to the survey for privates (n = 1,056) was 16.7% (army privates: 
16.1%; naval service privates: 15.4% and air corps privates: 46.6%). In total, 39 privates took 
part in focus group (n =26) or individual interviews (n =13).  
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Part 7a: Privates’ intention to stay in or leave the Defence Forces  

Percentages intending to stay in or leave the Defence Forces  

Respondents were asked whether they intended to stay in or leave the Defence Forces over 
the next two years. The responses are shown in Figure 29. In order to form two groups (stay 
or leave) for later analysis, ‘definitely leave’ and ‘probably leave’ were recoded as ‘leave’, 
and ‘definitely stay’ and ‘probably stay’ were recoded as ‘stay’. 

 

Figure 29: Responses to the question ‘In the next two years, do you intend to leave the 
Defence Forces, or do you intend to stay’?’ 

 
7.1% of respondents did not answer this question.  

 

The intention to leave index score was 57.8% and was most strongly correlated with the 
following: 

 job alternatives (.588) 

 job satisfaction (global) (−.455) 

 burnout (.422) 

 effort–reward ratio (.404) 

 work–life planning (−.388) 

 organisational commitment (−.386) 

61.1% of privates expressed an intention to leave the Defence Forces
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Relevance of factors for intending to stay in the Defence Forces  

Respondents who expressed an intention to stay in the Defence Forces were asked to 
indicate the relevance of a range of factors to this intention. These are shown in Figure 30. 
The four most relevant reasons (i.e. with the highest frequencies of ‘highly relevant’ ratings) 
were personal or family reasons (31%), suitable working hours/days/rota (23%), colleagues 
(23%) and pension eligibility (23%). 

The three reasons identified by privates as least relevant (i.e. with the highest frequencies of 
‘not relevant’ ratings) to their intention to stay in the Defence Forces were financial penalty 
(45%), medical and dental healthcare provision (37%) and pension eligibility (33%). 

Figure 30: Ratings of the relevance of various factors for intending to stay in Defence 
Forces for the next two years: privates 

 

 

Note. This question was answered by the 38.9% of respondents who expressed an intention to stay in the 
Defence Forces for the next two years. Some columns do not add up to 100% due to rounding. 

Relevance of factors for intending to leave the Defence Forces  

Respondents who expressed an intention to leave the Defence Forces were asked to indicate 
the relevance of a range of factors to this intention. These are shown in Figure 31. The three 
most relevant reasons (i.e. with the highest frequencies of ‘highly relevant’ ratings) were pay 
(90%), better job opportunities elsewhere (70%) and staffing levels a problem (63%). 

The three reasons identified by privates as least relevant (i.e. with the highest frequencies of 
‘not relevant’ ratings) to their intention to leave the Defence Forces were taking a career 
break (but intending to return within five years) (76%), may not meet criteria to stay (72%) 
and coming to the end of a contract or training (59%). 
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Figure 31: Ratings of the relevance of various factors for intending to leave the Defence 
Forces in the next two years: privates 

 

 

Note. This question was answered by the 61.1% of respondents who expressed an intention to leave the Defence 
Forces in the next two years. Some columns do not add up to 100% due to rounding. 
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Part 7b: Perceptions of the job and the organisation 

 

Figure 32 presents the means for privates on the index measures that were included in the 
survey. All indexes are expressed as percentages (see Section 2: Methodology for more 
information), and while higher scores generally indicate more positive outcomes, it  should 
be noted that there are four ‘negative’ scales – responsibility overload, burnout, job 
demands and commuting pressure. The index with the highest score is job alternatives 
(71.5%), commuting pressure (66.0%) and burnout (62.4%).  

Three of the indexes have very low scores: satisfaction with information sharing and decision 
making (15.5%), satisfaction with pension (15.8%), and satisfaction with pay and allowances 
(17.8%). 

 Job demands (56.4%) 

 Peer respect and support (55.6%) 

 Responsibility overload (54.3%) 

 Engagement (53.0%) 

 Impact (49.0%) 

 Global job satisfaction (40.7%) 

 Organisational commitment (38.1%) 

 Perceptions of manager support (37.5%) 

 Autonomy (33.9%) 

 Satisfaction with accommodation (33.0%)8 

 Training and promotion opportunities (32.4%) 

 Job satisfaction (specific) (26.5%)9 

 Work-life planning (24.7%) 

The remaining indexes have scores ranging from 56.0% to 24.7%: 

Effort–reward ratio is an additional measure that is not included in Figure 32 since it is based 
on a different metric to the 0–100% scale of the indexes. Privates had a mean effort–reward 
ratio of 1.82, meaning that they put in just over 1.8 times more effort than the reward 
experienced in their work. 

                                                           

8 Nine percent of private respondents reported living in Defence Forces accommodation. The accommodation 

index mean for privates living in Defence Forces accommodation is 27.2%. This is significantly lower level of 
satisfaction than for officers or NCOs.  
9 Job satisfaction (specific) refers to the level of satisfaction with specific aspects of job such as personal / major 
equipment, systems and infrastructure. See data appendix for overall findings.  

The overall profile of privates working in the Defence Forces indicates that these 
individuals report having very good job alternatives, high levels of commuting pressure 
and experience high levels of burnout. They experience moderate levels of peer respect 
and support, are moderately engaged in their work and report having a moderate impact. 
There is widespread dissatisfaction with pension, pay and allowances and with 
involvement in information sharing and decision making. A majority of privates are 
experiencing difficulties in work–life planning and report low levels of job satisfaction 
(specific). 
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Figure 32: Index scores: perceptions of job and of organisation for privates in the Defence 
Forces 
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Part 7c: Regression analyses of intention to leave the organisation 

Regression analyses were carried out for privates to examine whether different perceptions 
were associated with intention to leave the organisation. 

Table 16 provides a summary of the regression analyses for privates, while Table 17 shows 
the more detailed model output. Results indicate that: 

 In Model 1, there is no variation in intentions to leave across army, naval service and 
air corps so this measure has been dropped from the analysis. 

 In Model 2, which includes measures of perceptions of job, organisation and the 
wider employment context, 7 of the 13 indexes examined are significant predictors 
of intention to leave, i.e. job alternatives, training and promotion opportunities, 
commuting pressure, satisfaction with pay and allowances, perceptions of manager 
support, impact and job demands. Model 2 accounts for 44.6% of the variation in 
intention to leave among privates.  

 In Model 3, five of the seven impact measures are significant: higher effort–reward 
ratio, higher burnout, lower job satisfaction (global), lower work–life planning and 
lower organisational commitment. Model 3 explains 30.5% of the variation in 
intention to leave among privates. 

 Just like for officers and NCOs, the strongest predictor of intention to leave among 
privates is the job alternatives scale, as indicated by the standardised coefficient of 
.475 (the second highest coefficient, −.175, is associated with job satisfaction 
(global)). 

Table 16: Summary of regression of respondents’ intention to leave: privates 

Characteristics unrelated to likelihood of 
leaving  

Characteristics related to likelihood of leaving  

Individual and employment characteristics (controls) 

Area of service (army, naval service or air 
corps) 

 

Perceptions of job and organisation 

Autonomy Higher job alternatives  

Information sharing and decision making Lower training and promotion opportunities 

Support and respect from peers Higher commuting pressure 

Satisfaction with pension Lower satisfaction with pay and allowances 

Job responsibility overload Lower perceptions of manager support 

Satisfaction with accommodation Lower perceived impact 

 Higher levels of demands 

Impacts 

Engagement Lower job satisfaction (global) 

Job satisfaction (specific) Higher effort–reward ratio 

 Lower organisational commitment 

 Lower work–life planning 

 Higher burnout 
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Table 17: Parameter estimates and significance tests for multiple linear regression models of respondents’ intention to leave: privates 

Defence Forces personnel: intention to leave 

Model 1: individual and 
employment characteristics only 

(not statistically significant) 

Model 2: perceptions (r-square 
= .446) 

Model 3: impacts (r-square = 
.305) 

Expected 
change in 
outcome 

f or t p 
Expected 
change in 
outcome 

f or t p 
Expected 
change in 
outcome 

f or t p 

Perceptions of job, organisation and wider employment context 

Job alternatives (higher scores indicate more alternative employment)       .475 18.665 <.001       

Training and promotion opportunities (higher scores indicate more opportunities)    −.132 −4.689 <.001    

Commuting pressure (higher scores indicate more pressure)    .119 4.309 <.001    

Satisfaction with pay and allowances (higher scores indicate higher satisfaction)    −.098 −3.609 <.001    

Perceptions of manager support (higher scores indicate more positive perceptions)    −.090 −3.268 .001    

Impact (higher scores indicate more positive perceptions)       −.063 −2.540 .011       

Job demands (higher scores indicate more demand/pressure)    .065 2.465 .014    

Impacts 

Job satisfaction (global) (higher scores indicate a more positive outcome)             −.175 −4.655 <.001 

Burnout (higher scores indicate a more negative outcome)       .139 3.889 <.001 

Effort–reward ratio (higher scores indicate a more negative outcome)             .119 3.416 .001 

Organisational commitment (higher scores indicate more commitment)             −.169 −5.022 <.001 
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Work–life planning (higher scores indicate a more positive outcome)       −.139 −4.043 <.001 
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Part 7d: Issues arising from interviews with privates 

This part focuses on key issues arising in respect of the retention of privates and considers why privates 
stay in or leave the Defence Forces. In total, 39 privates took part in focus group (n =26) or individual 
interviews (n =13).  

Overall views on retention in the Defence Forces  

While one person said ‘I’ve nothing positive to tell you!’ and another said ‘I see no positives – I only see 
negatives at this stage’, others identified both general (e.g. ‘there’s huge positives about the job – huge 
positives’, ‘I love the job that I’m doing at the moment’, ‘I’ve always wanted to do it’ and ‘I love my job, I 
do’) and specific aspects of being a member of the Defence Forces that were positive. 

Positive aspects and reasons to stay  

Figure 33 shows reasons privates identified for staying in the Defence Forces. 

Figure 33 Positive aspects and reasons to stay in the Defence Forces 

 

Camaraderie

•We’re all a big family. Now, it’s true in a sense when you do live in the army, everyone in here, you’re 
always gonna have friends from the army… That is the biggest thing that’s keeping everyone bonded 
together at the moment, because that’s all something we relate to.

Exciting and varied work

•I enjoy the job. I enjoy the significance of the job and it’s different. It’s way more than an ordinary life. 
People don’t get to see half the things we get to see.

Access to training and qualifications

•One of the reasons, probably the main reason, I’m staying is I’m looking to do a course for [name] 
because it’s a big [deal], you get a degree with it if you can get it. It would be a big advantage for me 
then. So that’s one of the reasons I’m here is that, is that it’s offered.

Access to healthcare

•It’s mainly just the health benefits [that make me stay]. You can go down to the hospital here or if you 
can’t get in here to go to the hospital or it’s late in the evening [and] you need to go into the hospital 
somewhere else, you’re not worried about having to pay for [it] or pay excessive amounts for it. Yeah…
all your basic healthcare and that is taken care of now. That is a benefit now.

Income security

 It’s been [number of years] of not having to worry that there wasn’t a paycheck gonna be coming. 
Regardless how big or small, at least I knew it was gonna be getting paid, at least I knew the money was 
gonna be there and I couldn’t be told ‘this isn’t working out’. I have my five years to start off and I’m 
safe for that.
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Challenges and reasons to leave 

The single most important reasons identified for leaving related to remuneration for work in the 
Defence Forces. This encompasses pay, pension and the new contract (introduced in 2013). Other issues 
arising in terms of the organisation concerned accommodation, equipment, management and 
leadership, support for mental health, and support for training and education. Finally, privates identified 
workload and staffing, and work–life balance as issues arising in respect of the job. 

Pay, pension and new contracts 

The single most important issue raised in every interview with privates was low pay, and the vehemence 
and anger with which privates spoke about this issue were notable. For many participants, it was 
identified as the only issue of importance. A small number of privates became visibly upset about this 
issue, particularly when speaking about the impact of their pay on their family life. A number of privates 
also spoke about not wanting to leave the Defence Forces but being forced to do so because they could 
not survive on the pay they received. 

When asked what was the biggest issue in terms of retention, several privates made comments such as 
the following: ‘pay and conditions’, ‘pay is the big one’, ‘pay is the monkey on your back’, ‘we should be 
paid for the stuff we do’, ‘people are under pressure because they’re not getting paid to do the actual 
job’, ‘pay is the massive one’, ‘people are leaving because they can get better-paid jobs with much less 
responsibility’, ‘it all comes back to money and duties’, ‘people just don’t wanna be here because they 
can’t afford it’ and ‘the job isn’t only about the money, but you need to live and you need to be a human 
being’. 

One person said: 

I have a partner there now that’s [area of additional stress]. I have an [age] child, and a 
mortgage. Two cars. S/he has his/her own car, I have mine. If something goes wrong with one of 
them cars, it’s gone. We can’t afford to fix it. Yeah, and the added thing of actually borrowing 
money, you know, okay, you have your mortgage, but you’re also trying to balance it with the 
fact that you’re borrowing from credit unions. You might borrow a small loan from a bank, or 
whatever the case might be, but you have to pay that back. You’re under a credit thing all the 
time, so you’re under pressure to try and pay this back. The way the economy is going, 
everything is going up. Every week you look in the news and everything is going up. Insurance is 
going up, running the car is going up, you know, even the home insurance is going up. You know, 
so the clothes, food – if we get an unexpected bill, anything, it’s not just the car. If anything goes 
wrong. We’re living from week to week. It is a struggle, like. A constant worry, yeah. 



 

110 

 

Several privates spoke about wanting to remain in the Defence Forces but of being unable to afford 
to stay. The following iteration, which took place during an individual interview, highlights this: 

Participant: It breaks my heart to leave the Defence Forces because as far back as I can 
remember I wanted to be a soldier, that’s all I ever wanted to be, that was my dream job. 
And I’ve got a taste of overseas. I’d love to do it again but as I said, I can’t afford to stay here 
and stick it out until another trip [comes up]. 

Interviewer: And if things changed moneywise? 

Participant: Yeah I would [stay], 100 percent I would. 

Main issues relating to pay 

Figure 34 presents the five main issues arising in respect of pay for privates. 

Figure 34 Issues arising in respect of pay 

 

Duty allowances 

Inevitably, when 24-hour duties were spoken about, they were directly linked with the level of pay 
provided for them. The pay given was strongly condemned as being completely inadequate, with the 
amount paid for 24-hour duties reported to be ‘20 euros after taxes’ or ‘23 euros after tax’. It was 
also noted that in some cases, due to low staffing levels, personnel could be ‘in [their] uniform for 15 
days straight’. It was also mentioned that in some areas there is ‘a waiting man’, where a private is 
‘on call’ just in case another private does not come to work. There is no pay for this. 

Impact of the post-2008 financial crisis 

Attention was drawn to the changes in duty pay following the financial crisis and it was suggested 
that members of the Defence Forces had been treated unfairly and disproportionately affected. For 
example, comments included ‘we used to get 100 quid for doing Sunday duty and now they give us 
46 euros’, which, it was noted, after tax can in fact work out as low as 23 euros. Other privates said, 
‘when the recession came, we took an awful fall [in wages]’ and ‘we’d gone down and we’ve never 
recovered from that’. It was acknowledged that time in lieu can be given for working on Sundays but 
it was also highlighted that this ‘doesn’t put food on my child’s plate’. Another private said, ‘just get 
this money put back into our wages’. 

Better-paid alternatives 

Several privates identified better-paid alternatives to working in the Defence Forces. Several spoke 
about returning to jobs they had been in prior to joining the Defence Forces, including ‘I worked in a 
[name of supermarket] before joining… half the hours and making the same [amount]’. Another 
private, who had been in the Defence Forces for a number of years, said of newer recruits: 

And you think, why would they hang around here? [You’d think they would decide], ‘I’ll get a 
better job,’ or even an easier life, no 24-hour duties. Not treated like a dog. 
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Other examples given of better alternatives included large chain stores (e.g. Penneys, Dunnes) and 
fast food outlets (e.g. Supermac’s, McDonald’s) where ‘you can be on better pay’. It was also 
highlighted that ‘a young soldier… has a lot more responsibilities [than people working at such 
stores]… At the end of the day, he’s carrying ammunition, he’s carrying a gun.’ 

Emotional impact of pay and allowances 

The level of pay was noted as having an emotional impact on individuals and it was suggested that 
‘no one feels like their work is respected’ while others mentioned that they felt ‘demoralised’. One 
private said, ‘you wake up and you’re literally… petrified’. It was also highlighted that: 

If we get called to do anything or we are detailed to do something, even in the rare cases 
[where] you could be detailed to do a job that will most likely involve death, and it is the fact 
of knowing that pressure, but yet we are getting paid such little money. 

Financial impact of pay and allowances 

Many examples were given of the impact of the current levels of pay and allowances on privates’ 
lives and, as noted earlier, there was much anger, anxiety and emotion expressed throughout the 
interviews. Examples of the impacts on personal and family finances are provided in Figure 35. 

Figure 35: Financial impact of pay and allowances on privates 

 

Cost of coming to work

•If my partner’s working, I have to get a babysitter in. So… it costs me to go on duty.

Unable to afford housing

•I couldn’t even buy a shed with that [amount offered by bank] in this economy.

•I’ll probably be living at home for the rest of my life with my mother.

Unable to afford commuting costs

•And at the end of the month I’m still scrounging around for change so I can put fuel in the 
car to get in to work.

Having a second job

•So when I leave here at half four I start another job at five o’clock [that lasts] until 11 at 
night. If I didn’t do that we wouldn’t have a roof over our heads.
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New contracts 

There was a lot of criticism of the new contract, and personnel on these contracts were referred to 
as ‘yellow packs’. It was suggested that ‘the whole thing needs to be re-written’ and that the way 
the contract was written is ‘totally, obviously, in the government’s favour, but it’s totally against the 
whole ethos of military life, especially here in the Defence Forces’. Privates urged that the contract 
be re-considered such that incentives (e.g. a monetary bonus or time off) would be given after three 
years and 12 years to retain personnel. It was noted that the new contracts mean that there is no 
certainty about the future because of the requirement to fulfil ‘A, B, C, and D requirements in order 
for [a person’s service] to be extended [and] in order to fulfil their contract’. This was highlighted as 
having a particularly detrimental impact on getting a mortgage. 

It was suggested that newer recruits do not have the same sense of responsibility or loyalty to the 
Defence Forces as personnel who have been in the services longer because of this uncertainty. One 
private who was eligible to leave the Defence Forces with a full pension compared himself to those 
on newer contracts and noted: ‘I can see a lot more of them guys leaving before they have finished 
their time.’ 

Pension 

It was noted that previously there was an incentive for privates to remain in the Defence Forces 
because they would be awarded ‘a small pension’ if they left after having completed 21 years of 
service. A number of individuals, however, drew attention to changes in the contracts where the 
number of years’ service required prior to getting a pension was changed from 21 to 30 (e.g. ‘It’s 30 
years now [to reach] pension age’) and it was suggested that there was no incentive to remain in the 
services. One private said: 

[The situation] went from kind of a job for life… but nowadays people come in with no 
incentive to stay, because they aren’t going to see that pension. 

Others highlighted that the many different pension entitlements were leading to a lot of confusion. 
It was also suggested that the amount of money awarded for a 31-year pension reverts to the 
amount of money for a 21-year pension on receipt of the old-age pension. One person said, ‘I don’t 
think that’s fair because we’ve done 31 years.’ 

Other issues arising in respect of the organisational context 

Accommodation 

There was substantial commentary about living accommodation, and those in the Naval Service 
raised this issue more commonly than others. Issues of concern raised by privates are presented in 
Figure 36. 

Figure 36: Issues of concern relating to accommodation 

 

Overall state of accommodation 

While a small number of comments related to ‘good’, ‘satisfactory’ and ‘clean’ facilities and 
accommodation, and to a lack of major issues regarding the standard of accommodation, in general 
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the commentary drew attention to challenges arising. In general, the focus was on examples of 
accommodation that were considered to be substandard. Issues mentioned included asbestos in 
buildings, mould growing on internal walls, inadequate laundry facilities, very little heating and 
sanitary facilities that were non-functioning. A small number of comments highlighted living 
conditions while on duty, and comparisons were made between what privates were expected to live 
with and what other services, such as the Gardaí, were provided with, such as at the time of the 
Pope’s visit. 

Shared sleeping accommodation 

A number of privates highlighted problems in being in shared accommodation. While this issue is 
particularly acute in the Naval Service, it also appears to arise elsewhere. One private said: 

So we were living in a room with, say, myself and nine other people. Now, if one of those 
people wanted to go out and have fun in [name of place] and come back at three o’clock in 
the morning, everyone’s awake. Do you know? And it’s horrible conditions. 

Naval Service accommodation 

Some privates working in the Naval Service noted that they were unable to afford rental 
accommodation and consequently they might live on their ship during their two-year rotation at sea. 
Comments made included feeling ‘pressured into work because of where I live’ and ‘your time off 
[should be] time to go down and have your sleep, but people are continuing their working day’. 

It was also noted that when on the ship access to cooking facilities is very limited and eating 
healthily is difficult. One private gave an example of not being able to get accommodation ‘as the 
whole base was full’. 

Gym facilities 

Some privates drew attention to a lack of gym and training facilities, and there was some criticism of 
these across all of the services. Understandably, the scope for physical activity is limited on ships due 
to space constraints, although it was noted that some limited facilities (such as treadmills) are 
available on some ships. It was also noted that some ships had physical training instructors, but this 
was not the case on every ship and consequently: 

If you come off a ship [and are] expecting to do a fitness test [when] you could [have been] 
two years at sea without exercise, [it would be difficult to pass]. 

Management of accommodation issues 

Three issues were identified in relation to the management of accommodation. First, it was 
suggested that when a problem is raised it is not dealt with in a sympathetic way, and sometimes 
privates are held responsible for issues they feel are outside their control. Second, it was noted that 
it can be very difficult to get any changes made. One private, however, emphasised that this was not 
the fault of the company sergeant, saying, ‘they’ve tried to get it fixed’. Third, as private rental 
accommodation was considered to be too expensive for some, it was suggested that some privates 
were sleeping in their cars. Others noted that they would rather commute a long distance than stay 
in Defence Forces accommodation. 

Equipment 

Some issues were raised about the amount of equipment and type of equipment available to 
personnel in the Defence Forces. One person highlighted increases in the amount and complexity of 
equipment available, noting that ‘we’re getting more aircraft, more ships, we’re getting more 
armour and we are given more roles and expected to do more with less’. 
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Others, however, drew attention to ‘a lowering in the standards of protective gear individuals are 
given access to’ and having been given ‘second-hand kit’. Some privates mentioned appropriate 
armour, such as ‘chest rigs, helmet and body armour’, not being provided ‘when we’re shooting’ and 
spoke of generally having insufficient equipment. Examples were given of problems with the 
transport fleet, and one person noted that ‘there’s a whole fleet of vehicles just breaking down left, 
right, and centre’ and gave an example of being embarrassed because ‘a civilian had to stop and 
offer us help’. One private noted having to go on a waiting list to get ‘basic stuff, like a uniform’ 
while another spoke of not being able to get clothing in the correct size. 

Management and leadership 

There was both positive and negative commentary about management and it was suggested that 
‘people are treated differently all over the army’. Some privates drew attention to good 
relationships between privates and their line managers, with comments such as ‘there is good 
communication’, ‘the company sergeant at the minute will look after me’, ‘s/he’d help us out’ and 
‘our [title of line manager] fought and fought for us and s/he is brilliant, like brilliant’. 

Other privates were less positive about their managers. One private suggested that officers making 
big decisions that affect them ‘don’t actually see the jobs and stuff that the troops on the ground are 
doing’. One private said, ‘My CO [commanding officer] just sits in an office all day and has no 
interaction with the lads… and that’s basically his/her job, just telling us no.’ Another said, ‘You could 
have [title of manager] that is an absolute scourge and just doesn’t like anyone, and it can make it 
very, very difficult.’ A small number of examples were given of where privates felt their manager had 
been unfair to them in terms of: 

 the amount of time they were asked to work 

 not being supported to undertake courses or transfer to a different unit 

 not being given flexibility in work–life balance 

 pressure being applied to work additional hours 

 unfounded threats of being charged with subordination. 

It was also suggested that while management had no authority to do anything about pay, there 
could be some flexibility where they could exercise discretion in giving privates time off. Some 
privates did report receiving such discretionary support.  

Not having a voice 

Privates spoke about not being taken seriously and of not being listened to. In this commentary, the 
main focus was on the government and the representative organisation for enlisted personnel. One 
private said ‘the TD ranks don’t give a rat’s about how I feel’. Another private highlighted the 
difference between other public servants and those in the Defence Forces, saying ‘we can’t strike’. A 
small number of comments suggested that some privates did not ‘trust’ the representative body or 
did not believe they understand the challenges for privates. 

Officers versus privates 

A small number of comments drew attention to the way in which officers are treated compared with 
privates. One private noted that while privates are on duty at night, officers ‘get to go to sleep at 12 
and… have the next day off’. It was also mentioned that officers can come back to the base and sleep 
there but there is ‘no accommodation on the base for [privates]’. 

Support for mental health 

A number of privates spoke about their own mental health and one explained that when privates sit 
down together and talk, ‘everyone gets very sad, very quick because we’re all in the same boat’. For 
those in the Naval Service, being at sea and unable to commute home to see family and friends was 
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noted as particularly difficult. Some privates noted that they were struggling. One individual 
mentioned ‘just even waking up on a Monday morning, just felt so bad’ while another one said: 

I am depressed. I get up for work every morning, and I have no joy going into work. Zero. 
Zero happiness. I don’t want to go to work. Job satisfaction isn’t there anymore. 

It was suggested that speaking about mental health issues ‘would be frowned upon massively’. In 
respect of whether individuals would access support, such as the Personal Social Service (PSS) 
operating within the organisation, a number of individuals gave examples of positive experiences, 
noting that ‘when you go off to them [the PSS] at a moment’s notice they are brilliant’ and ‘[a PSS 
member of staff] pointed me in the right direction’. Others, however, noted that they would be 
reluctant to access the service because: 

They could take you off your rifle. And then you’re downgraded and then you can’t go 
overseas, you can’t do any duties, you can’t do any marching. 

Support for training and education 

A number of privates highlighted training and education they had undertaken prior to entering the 
Defence Forces, including in fitness instruction and driving large vehicles. It was also reported that 
while individuals in the army who have completed their formal education at Junior Certificate level 
can ‘get a trade’, those in the Naval Service must have their Leaving Certificate. It was also 
mentioned that there is support to do the Leaving Certificate once a private has been in the Defence 
Forces for a period of time. However, it was also suggested that there is very limited support for 
undertaking an external programme of study.  

It was noted that the basic training undertaken by recruits is tough, that it can challenge individuals 
and that not all individuals are strong enough for it mentally. The challenges were identified as 
follows: 

Someone giving out to you – someone, someone telling you to eat, when to eat and sleep, 
when to sleep. And it’s all about change, and you’re not allowed your phone, or technology. 
And, you’re given rules and guidelines that you have to be set by, and it just, it’s to see, do 
you have the discipline? And some people aren’t able [to do] that, and then, obviously, 
[there’s] the physical side of it. 

Transferable qualifications 

Some concerns were raised about the mutual recognition of qualifications between the Defence 
Forces and external civilian organisations. It was observed that the Defence Forces does not always 
recognise qualifications that individuals have on entry to the services, and one private spoke about a 
colleague who had ‘spent thousands to get this [name of area]’ qualification prior to joining the 
Defence Forces but: 

He’s getting insulted now when he comes in here, [with people saying], ‘You have to do this 
course ’cause it’s not army, you have to do this.’ [But] there’s no difference [between the 
courses]. 

The opposite was also expressed and it was suggested that there is reluctance within the Defence 
Forces to provide privates with qualifications that are transferrable to civilian life. One private 
explained this problem of not having a transferrable qualification in the context of the contractual 
requirement to progress: 
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And then they say the contract then, it’s like, ‘Right, you’re up. Move on.’ And you’ll be 
struggling then to get a job outside. 

Access to courses 

Undertaking courses is a requirement to progress, which in turn is a requirement to remain in the 
Defence Forces under the new contract. 

Privates made reference to a number of courses provided through the Defence Forces, such as 
driving courses, FETAC Level 6 in naval studies and NCO courses. There was some criticism about 
limited access to courses, with privates noting that ‘it’s hard to get on the courses’, especially a 
‘civvy course’. One private noted that the training opportunities available in the Defence Forces 
were over-sold in recruitment promotions. 

It was reported that Form 667, which sets out an annual review of the progress of each private, 
allows privates to identify courses that they feel would be beneficial to them. Others noted that 
some of the courses undertaken (for which points for progression are awarded) were irrelevant to 
their work; others said there was very little likelihood of them using information from the courses in 
their particular work area. 

It was also suggested that it can be difficult to get on an NCO course (which is required for 
promotion), with one person noting that ‘sometimes that course doesn’t run through over lack of 
personnel’. Another private noted that ‘it’s hard to get on the courses’. Not being able to access NCO 
courses is particularly problematic because of the requirements of the new contract. One private 
explained that they had applied more than three times but had not been successful in getting a place 
on an NCO course. 

Career progression 

Progression for privates is determined on the basis of points, which are awarded for course 
completions, overseas trips and other criteria. Individuals on the new contracts must be promoted 
within a certain period of time in order to remain in the Defence Forces, and it was noted that: 

Well if you can’t make sergeant before 21 years, you’re not kept on, so like you’re all the time 
constantly worrying about [this]… It’s not a job where you can actually just enjoy it and enjoy 
the moment and go through it. You’re constantly worrying. 

Challenges arising relating to career progression are set out in Figure 37. 
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Figure 37: Challenges arising relating to career progression for privates 

 

•So you got one private doing two guys’ jobs, whilst the second guy is going off and 
getting all the points. Then, when it comes for a promotion, he [the private getting 
the points] will get promoted to the sergeant’s job and he will be over the guy that 
was doing all the work for him in the first place. And this causes a lot of, a rift 
between them and a lot of bitterness as well.

Getting sufficient number of points for promotion 

•I’ll find it very hard to get to sergeant. Yeah. I would be very lucky to see sergeant. 
Like, overseas, the problem with me is I’ve no interest in overseas. I don’t want it. It 
doesn’t suit me [due to family reasons]….but I’ll be put way down the bottom of 
that pile [of people being considered for promotion], because of the points people 
get for overseas. …. if I don’t get to sergeant, it’ll be hard for me to stay on after.

Requirement for overseas experience

•The younger guys see them [the older guys] as holding up their promotions and 
their vacancies. The older guys on the contracts like myself, we are guaranteed 
employment. Whereas the younger guys aren’t, they need to get promoted to 
corporal, they need to get promoted to sergeant and the promotions just aren’t 
there, because the vacancies aren’t there.

Insufficient promotion opportunities

•[A colleague] says to me one day, ‘I do no extra courses here.’ And I said to him/her, 
‘Why?’ S/he says, ‘Because the minute I do an extra course, I’ll be like you. I’d be 
getting called in to do extra hours to do this, this, this, this, this.’ … It’s the systemic 
failure so therefore, the system is wrong. It should be encouraging him/her to go in 
and be upgraded. But I mean, why should s/he do paperwork? S/he’s not getting 
paid for it.

Additional responsibility without adequate compensation

•See ‘Access to courses’ above.

Access to courses is inequitable and limited

•As a parent going on to training, you would really have to want it to leave kids 
there, not seeing them for a couple of weeks or whatever.

Negative impact on family life
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Issues arising in respect of the job 

Workload and staffing 

It was noted that ‘there are not enough bodies to cover [the work]’ and ‘you’ve got so many troops 
overseas and so many troops on leave, it puts pressure on everyone else here’, and this means ‘the 
same people are being called on all the time to cover all the time’. Problematic areas identified 
included 24-hour duties, overseas deployment, training and exercises. Several comments were made 
about the workload carried by privates and attention was drawn to differences in the levels of 
busyness experienced. One private said: 

You’re busy and you can slack off a bit as well. So sometimes it’s not as taxing as… maybe 
other places would be. 

Others, however, spoke about a very busy workload, with one individual noting: 

We try and fill the gaps. In a crisis scenario, when the people on the inside see it from what it 
is and see that they are themselves, due to the stagnation, having to double up, triple up, 
quadruple up in their jobs. And that ultimately for their mental wellbeing has a drastic effect. 

A small number of privates spoke about the challenges of having to take on additional 
responsibilities because of shortages of NCOs. One private said: 

I’m doing a sergeant’s job and I’m only a private, so that’s two ranks above me. And, you’re 
not getting paid for that, you’re [not] getting paid that extra. 

The connection between low staffing levels and retention was highlighted by a number of personnel. 
Attention was drawn to being unable to take time in lieu, with one person noting that ‘if they were 
to give all of us a day off for doing it, then they [would] have nobody around either, because they 
don’t have enough people’. It was also mentioned that personnel have to keep agreeing to do more: 

It’s a saying in the army: you’re only as good as the first time you say no. And the first time 
you say no in our job, you are nailed to the mast, by the authorities. 

Duties 

There were many comments about 24-hour duties. While these comments were almost always 
linked with poor remuneration, additional commentary also focused on the frequency and impact of 
undertaking duties. It was suggested that 24-hour duties have increased in number because ‘there 
are not enough people to cover it’. Some reported working very long hours (e.g. ‘I’d say [during] 
approximately 14 days, I did over 150 hours’). Requirements to do duties vary depending on where 
privates work; some reported doing duties once or twice a month while others reported doing duties 
more frequently. 

A number of individuals commented that the European Union’s Working Time Directive does not 
apply to personnel in the Defence Forces and it was suggested that this is unfair. 

Issues raised in respect of duties are presented in Figure 38. 
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Figure 38: Issues raised in respect of duties 

 

Overseas 

Some privates highlighted challenges in going overseas. While it was noted that there are ‘family-
friendly spots’, which mean that individuals only go to sea for three months rather than six months, 
it was suggested that there are not enough of these spots ‘because the majority of people in the 
army would have kids’. One person reported that there is little choice in whether personnel go 
overseas, saying, ‘It’s not family friendly. It’s like you’re going, end of story, you have to be on it. We 
need the numbers.’ Another private noted: 

I have to go away from my family for six months just to earn a bit of money. I don’t want to 
go to Syria, I don’t want to go to Lebanon, I want to make money in my own country. 

It was also mentioned that privates undertook training prior to being deployed overseas and this 
could mean having to be away from home for 6–12 weeks prior to going abroad. 

Others, however, noted that some privates wanted to do these duties but were having to wait ‘five 
or six years to go overseas’. A small number indicated that they were hoping overseas duties would 
come up for them because of the extra money this would mean; one person noted that ‘obviously’, 
they would be ‘going for mortgage and savings and stuff’.  

One private drew attention to differences between people who do and do not have children. It was 
suggested that for people with no children the situation is easier, and that when they come back 
they may be in a position to ‘buy the car, buy the house, buy whatever’. Where individuals have 
children, it was noted that they still have ‘bills to pay [and] the children still have to be clothed and 
fed [and] cars still have to be kept’, and therefore it is more difficult to save money. It was also 
pointed out that personnel on overseas duties have to spend ‘six months away from [their] family, 
six months away from kids’ in difficult conditions. 

Not all privates wanted to go overseas, however, and one individual said: 

Number of duties

•I was on there Sunday, and I’m on again this Friday. I’m on nearly every five days, like 24-hour shifts. 
For twenty hours, you know what I mean? It’s just ridiculous.

Short notice

•And then I’d be going. I’d have to organise my family life then to suit me being going. 72 hours then 
and I’d [be told] that, say, on Friday, I’d be going to sea on Monday. Get things organised over the 
weekend and stuff and that's the way it’s gone now.

Cost of doing duties

• 20 euros. That’s all I take home. For 24 hours and sure you’re going away buying stuff for the day, 
bottles of water, drinks, biscuits, getting to work, driving to work, the cost of diesel, the cost of 
petrol. So you’re already at minus before you get to work to sit there for 24 hours and it just, it 
doesn’t pay.

Tiredness

•You go home and you get straight into bed. You wake up, you’re absolutely shattered. Just being up 
for 24 hours. Do you know what I mean? You can’t function. And then you’re expected back in work 
and to be at a certain level.
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The likes of overseas, which used to be great fun, is just like a prison camp. You go over there 
to earn extra money, because the money is bad here, but you’re going over there into a 
prison camp. 

Naval Service 

The situation in the Naval Services appears to be more difficult than in other areas, and several 
comments were made about having very busy workloads, not being able to take breaks, having to 
undertake a lot of duties and doing more than one job due to there being insufficient personnel.  

Some commentary related to living away from home. While one private noted that they had made 
the choice to live away from home and that it was beneficial because they had developed close 
relationships with the people they worked with, others highlighted difficulties resulting from not 
seeing friends and family. It was suggested that ‘sleep deprivation’ is a ‘massive issue’, because 
personnel can have to work 16 hours a day ‘and after that then if there’s exercises or… firefighting or 
man-overboards [or] damage control’, you could be working longer. 

Work–life balance 

Work–life balance emerged as an important theme and it was highlighted as problematic by a 
number of privates (e.g. ‘my life doesn’t exist’). However, a small number of privates did say their 
work–life balance was good because they had access to travel, were able to go to the gym, could get 
time to train and could do lots of activities to keep healthy. Others, however, drew attention to 
difficulties in work–life balance, particularly those in the Naval Service, where it was suggested that 
‘there’s no point in trying to… plan anything outside your life in the navy – it’s hard. So it’s constant 
navy always a 24-hour thing.’ 

Other individuals attached to certain units noted that they were on call a lot. For example: 

I could be home in bed like one o’clock in the morning, I could get a call, the [name of unit] is 
getting called out, you have to come in, and I have to go. I am not ever off, ever. My holidays 
could get cancelled. I can’t book a holiday until it’s signed off by here. So I can’t get the best 
price for that holiday. I have to pay for them to sign it, and then I can look, but the prices are 
going up. 

Those who were not in partner relationships or who did not have children spoke about being ‘lucky’ 
because it did not matter to them when they had to spend a lot of time away from home. 
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Part 7e: Summary and conclusions relating to privates 

Qualitative and quantitative data drawn from a survey completed by 1,056 privates and individual 
interviews (n = 13) and focus groups (n = 26) completed with 39 privates based in the army, naval 
service and air corps identified a number of issues relevant to career and job intentions. 

 

The index with the highest score for privates is peer respect and support (56%), followed by 
engagement (53%) and impact (49%).  

Four indexes have very low scores: 

 information sharing and decision making (16%) 

 satisfaction with pension (16%)  

 satisfaction with pay and allowances (18%) 

 work–life planning (25%). 

The overall profile of privates working in the Defence Forces indicates that these individuals 
experience moderate levels of peer respect and support, are moderately engaged in their work and 
report having a moderate impact. There is widespread dissatisfaction with pension and pay and with 
involvement in information sharing and decision making. A majority of privates are experiencing 
difficulties in work–life planning and report low levels of job satisfaction (specific). 

Conclusions, based on the findings, are now presented. 

Conclusions: positive aspects of the work and the organisation 

While a small number of positive aspects were identified, in general, the views and perceptions 
expressed by privates about working in the Defence Forces were negative.   

A small number of issues were identified as positive, including camaraderie, the exciting and varied 
nature of the work, access to training and qualifications, access to healthcare and income security. In 
general, however, indexes relevant to these aspects showed low to moderate levels of satisfaction, 
as follows: peer support and respect (56%), engagement (53%), job satisfaction (global) (41%) and 
job satisfaction (specific) (26%).  

Conclusions: dissatisfaction with pay and allowances  

There is widespread dissatisfaction, anger and resentment among privates with pay and allowances.  

This conclusion is reflected in the index relating to pay and allowances (18%), which showed very 
low levels of satisfaction. Ninety percent of privates who expressed an intention to leave identified 
pay as a highly relevant reason for their intention, and this was followed by better opportunities 
elsewhere (70%). It was highlighted that there are many alternative opportunities available outside 
the Defence Forces where the pay would be better for similar, or less stressful, types of work, and 
this is reflected in the mean index score for job alternatives (71.5%), which was higher than that of 
officers and NCOs. Lower satisfaction with pay and allowances and more job alternatives were both 
identified as predictors of intention to leave the Defence Forces in the regression analysis. 

61% of privates expressed an intention to leave the Defence Forces
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Low pay overall, including duty pay, was noted to cause significant difficulties for privates, and there 
was a strong view that the pay does not reflect the work carried out. A number of privates reported 
having a second job and examples were given of instances when it had cost privates money to come 
to work (e.g. because of childcare costs).  

Findings from the interviews suggest that the low pay may partially explain the high index score for 
commuting pressure (66%), and more commuting pressure was identified as a significant predictor 
of intention to leave in the regression analysis. A number of privates spoke about not being able to 
afford to rent or purchase a home near their place of work, but also of not being able to afford the 
commuting costs of getting to work.  

Conclusions: poor pension entitlement  

There is widespread dissatisfaction with the pension entitlement for newer recruits. 

This conclusion is reflected in the mean index score for pension, which at 16% is the second lowest 
of all the index scores for this group. Sixty percent of those intending to leave indicated that their job 
opportunities would be too limited by the time they were eligible to receive their pension. It was 
also highlighted in interviews with privates that while eligibility for a pension after 21 years used to 
be an incentive to remain in the Defence Forces, this option was not available for newer recruits and 
this has a negative impact on intention to stay.  

Conclusions: workload and work–life imbalance 

The impact of workload and staffing, particularly in terms of undertaking 24-hour duties, is a source 
of concern for privates and has a negative impact on work–life planning.  

More than two-thirds (63%) of privates who expressed an intention to leave identified ‘staffing 
levels a problem’ as a highly relevant reason for leaving, and almost one in four (24%) identified the 
work environment as being too demanding. Working in the Defence Forces as a private has a 
negative impact on work–life balance and this is evidenced by the low work–life planning index score 
(25%) and by high levels of burnout (62%). 

Undertaking 24-hour duties was particularly highlighted as having a negative impact on work–life 
balance, especially in terms of the number privates are expected to do, the short notice given, the 
tiredness associated with them and the financial costs involved, especially where privates have 
children. Privates in the naval service drew attention to the long periods of time they are at sea, and 
this was identified as having a negative impact on their family life. Others highlighted challenges in 
going overseas; while it was noted that there are ‘family-friendly spots’, it was suggested that their 
numbers are insufficient for the numbers of privates who wish to avail of them.  

Conclusions: career progression  

Progression for privates is determined on the basis of points, which are awarded for courses, 
overseas trips and other criteria. There is a requirement for those with newer contracts to be 
promoted to the next level within a certain period of time in order to remain in the Defence Forces. 
There is a low level of satisfaction with this aspect of the Defence Forces and it has an impact on 
intention to leave.  

Having fewer training and promotion opportunities was identified as a significant predictor of 
intention to leave in the regression analysis, and the mean index score for this area is low at 32%. 
Key issues identified in respect of the promotion process included an imbalance between the needs 
of personnel (who might need to move to a different area to earn points) and the needs of the 
particular unit or division; the requirement for overseas experiences, which may not be feasible for 
some personnel due to family reasons; insufficient promotional opportunities; additional 
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responsibilities on promotion without adequate compensation; limited access to courses required 
for promotion; and a negative impact on family life.  

Conclusions: accommodation, equipment and facilities  

There is widespread dissatisfaction among privates with regard to Defence Forces accommodation 
and facilities.  

The satisfaction with accommodation index score is 33%. Issues raised by privates include the overall 
condition of the accommodation, shared sleeping arrangements and gym facilities. It was suggested 
that a small number of privates were sleeping in their cars due to a lack of availability of 
accommodation, while others expressed a preference for commuting long distances rather than stay 
in Defence Forces accommodation. There was some criticism of the response to problems arising 
with accommodation, with privates noting that issues are sometimes not dealt with in a sympathetic 
or timely way.  

Challenges were also identified in respect of equipment and facilities, and it was suggested that 
standards have been lowered in relation to these areas. This is reflected in the job satisfaction 
(specific) mean index score of 26%. This index includes items relating to the availability and standard 
of equipment and facilities.  

Conclusions: other issues relating to the organisational context 

Low levels of satisfaction were identified via the information sharing and decision making index 
(16%), perceptions of manager support index (37%) and organisational commitment index (38%). 
These issues were also identified in the findings from the interviews. 

Some privates identified management as an important element of the overall structure within which 
they work. While some commentary relating to immediate managers was positive, there were 
concerns about the amount of time privates were being asked to work, about privates not being 
supported to undertake courses that could benefit them, about privates not being given flexibility in 
their work–life balance, about pressure being applied to work additional hours and about privates 
being threathened with charges of insubordination without sufficient reason. This commentary may 
also reflect the perceived lack of involvement in information sharing and decision making, lack of 
voice regarding remuneration, and differences between officers and privates in their terms and 
conditions. It is of note that lower perceptions of manager support, lower perceived impact and 
lower organisational commitment were all significant predictors of intention to leave in the 
regression analysis.  

Conclusions: army, naval service and air corps 

The regression analysis did not identify any variation in intention to leave across the army, naval 
service or air corps. The commentary suggests, however, that working in the naval service is more 
challenging for privates, particularly in terms of work–life balance, workload and accommodation.  
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Section 4: Regression analysis of impact measures 

This section presents the results of a multiple regression analysis of the impact measures that were 
statistically significant in predicting respondents’ intention to leave the organisation in the 
regression models presented in the previous section. Five of the seven impact measures (job 
satisfaction (global), effort–reward ratio, burnout, work–life planning and organisational 
commitment) are examined here in more detail. Engagement was not significantly associated with 
intention to leave in any of the regression models, and job satisfaction was significant only in one of 
the four models (that of NCOs) (Table 18). 

Table 18: Pattern of statistical significance of impact measures in the regressions of intention to 
leave: combined sample (officers, NCOs and privates) 

Impact measure Combined 
sample 

Officers NCOs Privates 

Job satisfaction (global)* Y Y Y Y 

Job satisfaction (specific) N N Y N 

Engagement N N N N 

Effort–reward ratio* Y Y Y Y 

Burnout* Y N Y Y 

Work–life planning* Y N Y Y 

Organisational commitment* Y Y Y Y 

Note. * = Included in regression analyses of impact measures (see Tables 19-23). 

For each of the five selected impact measures, forward regression analyses took the impact as the 
outcome, and the perceptions measures (i.e. those included in Block 2 as shown in Table 9) as 
predictors. The results are shown in Tables 19–23.  

The r-square statistic shows the amount of variation in the impact measure that is accounted for by 
the perceptions measures. Shading in Tables 19–23 indicates the extent to which each of the 
perceptions measures explains the impact measure, with darker shading indicating that the 
perceptions measure in question is more strongly associated with the impact measure in question. 

Taking Table 19 as an example, it can be seen that, for the combined sample, the perceptions 
measure accounts for 42.5% of the variation in job satisfaction (global) (r-square = .425) and for 
between 33% and 39% of the variation in job satisfaction (global) among officers, NCOs and privates 
when each of these groups is considered separately.  

The pattern of results (as denoted by the shading in the tables) indicates that there are differences 
across the combined sample and the three ranks in terms of what drives job satisfaction (global). 
However, across all groups, autonomy is a key driver of job satisfaction (global), and training and 
promotion opportunities also drive job satisfaction (global) across all groups.  

On the other hand, perceptions of manager support drive job satisfaction (global) among all groups 
except NCOs, while availability of job alternatives drives job satisfaction (global) among all groups 
except officers. Impact is also a key driver, stronger among officers and NCOs than privates, while 
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satisfaction with pay and allowances drives job satisfaction (global) across all groups (to a smaller 
extent than autonomy), and most strongly among officers.  

The other four tables in this section may be interpreted in a similar manner. 

It is important to interpret these results with reference to the regression analyses in Section 3 (see 
Parts 5c, 6c and 7c).  

For example, in the case of the regressions of intention to leave among officers in Section 3 (Part 5c), 
four perceptions measures have a significant association with intention to leave (job alternatives, 
commuting pressure, perceptions of manager support, and satisfaction with pay and allowances), 
while effort–reward ratio is one of the four impact measures significantly associated with intention 
to leave among officers.  

The strongest drivers of effort–reward ratio, as indicated by the darkest shading for officers below in 
Table 21, are job demands, satisfaction with pay and allowances, and perceptions of manager 
support. Hence, it can be inferred that perceptions of manager support and satisfaction with pay and 
allowances are both directly associated with intention to leave, and are also associated with this 
intention by being drivers of effort–reward ratio, while the impact of job demands occurs indirectly 
via its association with effort–reward ratio. 

The perceptions measures that have significant associations with intention to leave both directly (in 
the regressions in Section 3) and indirectly (through the driver-type analysis) can provide some 
direction in terms of policy interventions. Both the regressions in Section 3 and the analyses of 
impacts in this section confirm that such interventions would need to be tailored to specific ranks. In 
a few instances, universal policy interventions may be considered. Autonomy, job demands and 
commuting pressure emerge as strong drivers of impacts across all ranks (Tables 19–23).   

Table 19: Driver-type analysis with global job satisfaction as the outcome: combined and 
separated samples (officers, NCOs and privates) 

Job satisfaction (global) All Officers NCOs Privates 

Autonomy (+)          

Job demands (-)         

Job responsibility overload (+)         

Impact on others’ lives (+)         

Satisfaction with pay and allowances (+)         

Satisfaction with pension          

Information sharing and decision making  (+)          

Commuting pressure (-)         

Satisfaction with accommodation          

Training and promotion opportunities (+)         

Peer support and respect (+)         
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Job satisfaction (global) All Officers NCOs Privates 

Perceptions of manager support (+)         

Job alternatives (-)         

r-squarex .425 .333 .358 .389 

  Standardised coefficient is not significant 

  Standardised coefficient is <.10 

  Standardised coefficient is .10–.20 

  Standardised coefficient is >.20 

Table 20: Driver-type analysis with burnout as the outcome: combined and separated samples 
(officers, NCOs and privates) 

Burnout All Officers NCOs Privates 

Autonomy (-)         

Job demands (+)         

Job responsibility overload (-)         

Impact (-)         

Satisfaction with pay and allowances (-)         

Satisfaction with pension (-)         

Information sharing and decision making          

Commuting pressure (+)         

Satisfaction with accommodation         

Training and promotion opportunities  (-)         

Peer support and respect  (-)         

Perceptions of manager support  (-)         

Job alternatives  (+)         

r-square .500 .495 .497 .484 

                                                           

x The r-square statistic shows the amount of variation in the impact measure that is accounted for by the 
perceptions measures. 
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Burnout All Officers NCOs Privates 

  Standardised coefficient is not significant 

  Standardised coefficient is <.10 

  Standardised coefficient is .10–.20 

  Standardised coefficient is >.20 

Table 21: Driver-type analysis with effort–reward ratio as the outcome: combined sample 
(officers, NCOs and privates) 

 

 

Effort–reward ratio All Officers NCOs Privates 

Autonomy  (-)         

Job demands  (+)         

Job responsibility overload            

Impact on others’ lives           

Satisfaction with pay and allowances  (-)         

Satisfaction with pension  (-)         

Information sharing and decision making (-)         

Commuting pressure  (+)         

Satisfaction with accommodation (-)         

Training and promotion opportunities  (-)         

Peer support and respect (-)         

Perceptions of manager support (-)         

Job alternatives (+)         

r-square .536 .474 .491 .568 

  Standardised coefficient is not significant 

  Standardised coefficient is <.10 

  Standardised coefficient is .10–.20 

  Standardised coefficient is >.20 
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Table 22: Driver-type analysis with organisational commitment as the outcome: combined and 
separated samples (officers, NCOs and privates) 

Organisational commitment All Officers NCOs Privates 

Autonomy (+)         

Job demands (-)         

Job responsibility overload (+)         

Impact on others’ lives (+)         

Satisfaction with pay and allowances (+)         

Satisfaction with pension (+)         

Information sharing and decision making (+)         

Commuting pressure (-)         

Satisfaction with accommodation (+)         

Training and promotion opportunities (+)         

Peer support and respect (+)         

Perceptions of manager support (+)         

Job alternatives (-)         

r-square .375 .337 .343 .275 

  Standardised coefficient is not significant 

  Standardised coefficient is <.10 

  Standardised coefficient is .10–.20 

  Standardised coefficient is >.20 

Table 23: Driver-type analysis with work–life planning as the outcome: combined and separated 
samples (officers, NCOs and privates) 

Work–life planning All Officers NCOs Privates 

Autonomy (+)         

Job demands (-)         

Job responsibility overload  (+)         

Impact (+)         
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Work–life planning All Officers NCOs Privates 

Satisfaction with pay and allowances (+)         

Satisfaction with pension (+)         

Information sharing and decision making (+)         

Commuting pressure (-)         

Satisfaction with accommodation (+)         

Training and promotion opportunities (+)         

Peer support and respect (+)         

Perceptions of manager support (+)         

Job alternatives (-)         

r-square .505 .487 .535 .482 

  Standardised coefficient is not significant 

  Standardised coefficient is <.10 

  Standardised coefficient is .10–.20 

  Standardised coefficient is >.20 
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Section 5: Conclusion  

Each of the three ranks – officers, NCOs and privates – reported a small number of positive aspects 
of working in the Defence Forces. These positive features are the camaraderie and peer support they 
receive from each other, the variability and the excitement of the work they do, and the pride with 
which they serve their country. Across each of the three groups, however, it is clear that, despite 
these positive elements, personnel feel disrespected and undervalued. Sometimes these feelings 
were expressed as anger. Many personnel noted that the challenges of remaining within the 
Defence Forces outweigh the positive features, and there is considerable anger, particularly among 
enlisted ranks and privates. 

Across each of the three ranks, there is widespread dissatisfaction with pay, allowances and pension 
arrangements. However, officers and more senior NCOs expressed greater concern for more junior 
ranks than for their own pay and conditions and the impact of decreases in take home pay is 
particularly challenging for privates and lower enlisted ranks. There is widespread agreement that 
the overall remuneration for the responsibility and level of work undertaken is insufficient, and 
there is a sense of grievance that pay restoration following the cuts in 2008 has not taken place. 
Payment for duty allowances was singled out for particular mention in this regard, and personnel 
suggested the amount paid for 24-hour duties was insulting and derisory.  

Perceptions of inadequate financial remuneration, coupled with changes in pension entitlements, 
emerged as clear reasons for individuals not wanting to remain in the Defence Forces, and there is a 
strong belief that a long-term career in the Defence Forces is no longer possible. Those who join the 
Defence Forces upon finishing school will become eligible for a full pension in their late forties or 
early fifties, and it was suggested that at this stage while it may be possible to get a job, it is almost 
impossible to start a new career.  

Working in the Defence Forces has a negative impact on work–life balance. This arises from a lack of 
choice surrounding working long hours (particularly where there are excessive workloads), having to 
undertake 24-hour duties and having to be available to the Defence Forces 24/7. These factors 
create uncertainties relating to work–life planning. Poor work–life balance also arises as a result of 
barracks closures, which for some personnel result in long commutes from home to work. These 
issues with commuting are compounded by the issues regarding pay.  

Some commentary focused on mental health challenges. While the support provided by the Personal 
Social Service within the Defence Forces is valued, there is evidence of a fear of disclosure of mental 
health difficulties due to them being frowned on and of concerns that an acknowledgement of 
mental health problems can lead to some restrictions in certain activities.   

The organisational context – particularly the findings in respect of the information sharing and 
decision making index, which for each of the three groups was the lowest-scoring index – does need 
some consideration. It is likely that the low score is partially due to personnel feeling a lack of a voice 
when negotiations about their pay and conditions take place and to the impact of retention 
challenges, particularly where work-life balance is interrupted. This is reflected in the findings from 
the autonomy index which was identified as a relevant factor in driving a number of outcomes, 
including job satisfaction and work–life planning. Accommodation for privates and NCOs is 
problematic, as is the absence of a sufficient budget for repairs to buildings and facilities. 

The conclusions from this study suggest that the Defence Forces is at a critical juncture. The findings 
presented intimate that without immediate and substantial intervention, particularly in respect of 
pay, allowances and pension entitlements, the organisation may, within a short time, face major 
difficulties in maintaining its personnel establishment and in carrying out its mandate.  
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