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	 ◾	 ABSTRACT: Despite increased research on military veterans, little has examined how UK 
veterans end up in prison. This study addresses this gap through semi-structured inter-
views with 35 veteran prisoners, investigating their life courses from childhood, mili-
tary service, civilian life, and into prison. Childhood difficulties—including pre-service 
contact with the criminal justice system and experiences of childhood neglect and 
abuse—shaped the participants’ military service experiences and re-entry to civilian 
society. In-service loss and trauma often led to mental health problems and substance 
misuse. Most participants regretted leaving the military and struggled to reintegrate 
into civilian society, citing loss of structure, purpose, and sense of belonging. Unem-
ployment, homelessness, substance misuse, and mental health problems—exacerbated 
by loneliness and isolation—influenced later criminal offending and eventual impris-
onment.
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It is estimated that approximately three thousand former UK military service personnel are cur-
rently in prison in England and Wales, making up around 3.6 percent of the total prison popu-
lation (Ministry of Justice 2022). However, despite increased public, political, and media interest 
in veterans’ welfare in recent years, relatively little academic research has sought to investigate 
how UK military veterans might find themselves involved in the criminal justice system and 
ultimately end up in prison. This study seeks to address this gap in the research literature by 
exploring veteran prisoners’ life trajectories, identifying and analyzing recurring and dominant 
themes in participants’ narratives that might have impacted their eventual criminal behavior, 
convictions, and imprisonment.

This article seeks to provide a comprehensive understanding of this prison subgroup 
through the presentation of veteran prisoners’ biographies. It details some of the different, 
individual life trajectories of veteran prisoners, as well as some of the common features and 
recurring themes in their life narratives. It presents accounts of early life experiences and 
how these led to decisions to join the military, including difficulties encountered in child-
hood such as neglect or abuse. The article then looks at military service, which participants 
described almost unanimously as a positive experience and expressed deep regret at leaving. 
The study illustrates some of the reasons for leaving the military which, while varied, often 
included trauma, violence, and substance misuse. It then considers some of the issues that 
participants encountered on leaving the military and attempting to adjust back into civilian 
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society, including family problems, financial difficulties, homelessness, mental health issues, 
and coming to terms with traumatic experiences. Finally, the study reveals how all of these 
experiences impacted upon the course of participants’ lives and how these individuals became 
involved in criminal offending and ultimately ended up in prison. While corroborating some 
results from similar previous studies, it also presents findings which contrast with other pre-
vious research.

The Transition from Military to Civilian Lives

Military Identity, Reintegration, and Culture Shock

Identity formation is a complex process influenced by social, cultural, and institutional factors. 
It involves the internalization of roles, values, and group affiliations that shape an individual’s 
sense of self (Tajfel and Turner 1979). According to social identity theory, individuals derive 
part of their identity from group membership, which provides a sense of belonging and purpose 
(Jenkins 2008). Institutions such as the military are particularly effective in instilling this insti-
tutional identity among their members.

The process of military socialization instills a collective identity by fostering a strong sense 
of belonging, discipline, and camaraderie through rigorous training, hierarchical structures, 
and shared values (Hockey 1986). Recruits undergo a process of depersonalization, whereby 
individual traits are de-emphasized in favor of collective values, beliefs, and behaviors (Winslow 
1998). This transformation is reinforced through rituals, rank systems, and uniformity, creating 
a distinct “military self ” which is further supported by institutional mechanisms that promote 
solidarity, such as unit cohesion, shared experiences in high-stress environments, and a struc-
tured sense of purpose (King 2006). The intense and often prolonged nature of military service 
necessitates intense investment in one’s role and involves close interpersonal social relations 
that create kinship and camaraderie while also providing benefits such as raised social status 
(Woodward and Jenkins 2011). All of this serves to shape and redefine an individual’s identity 
to internalize a particular military identity often characterized by pride, professionalism, sto-
icism, physical strength, mental resilience, and endurance (De Bere 2003; Green et al. 2010;  
Hockey 1986).

Previous research has demonstrated how dominant, embedded military identities can per-
sist beyond the end of military service and be carried forward into civilian life (Brewster et al. 
2020; Burdett et al. 2012; Flack and Kite 2021). Armstrong (2025) highlights how this shapes 
veterans’ perceptions of self, others, and the world around them following military service 
and has a profound impact on their later adjustment and resettlement into civilian society. 
On leaving the military, individuals often have to redraw and reshape their entire identity 
and core sense of purpose to one more suited to civilian life. This can be especially difficult 
when veterans are attached to, and place high value in, their military role and identity, mak-
ing it particularly difficult to detach from life in the military and enter civilian life (Binks and 
Cambridge 2018). This is especially the case for those who have little with which to replace 
the perceived loss of status and the pride associated with it (Hunniecutt 2022; Romaniuk and 
Kidd 2018).

Issues with personal identities on leaving the military can be handled in a variety of 
ways. In researching veterans’ transitions from military to civilian lives in Canada,  
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Thompson et al. (2017) reported that veterans found their military identities challenged 
in their new civilian lives as they interacted with new social groups with different norms, 
values, and beliefs, often with adverse impacts on wellbeing. Moving back into the civilian 
world, service leavers can feel alone, unsupported, un-needed, and directionless, living life 
without a clear purpose and no longer feeling as highly regarded by society (Armstrong 
2025; Tarbet et al. 2021). Veterans can find it difficult to adjust to their new civilian cul-
tural environment, where they encounter a seemingly foreign set of cultural norms and 
are often unable to relate to civilians who do not share many of their values, beliefs, and 
worldview (Armstrong 2025; Walker 2012). Likewise, they can often struggle to construct a 
new civilian identity for themselves that is conducive to their new civilian lives (Binks and 
Cambridge 2018).

Despite all of the difficulties encountered by many of those leaving the military, the majority 
of military service leavers do manage their transitions successfully and go on to live successful 
civilian lives (Armstrong 2025; Moore et al. 2020). To illustrate, McAllister et al. (2015) found 
that 56 percent of post-9/11 service leavers in the US reported no problems readjusting after 
leaving the military (see also Morin 2011). These service leavers recognized the existence of 
their military identity and its limited utility in mainstream civilian society, making a conscious 
effort to separate it from their present selves and forge new, better-suited civilian identities 
(Walker 2012). Many veterans even carry forward positive aspects of their military identity, 
such as self-discipline and motivation, into their environments outside of the military (Ather-
ton 2009), emphasizing the benefits of their military service to employers in their new civilian 
careers (Walker 2012).

Maladaptation to Reintegration

Some service leavers are, however, unable to successfully reshape or redefine their identity as 
they re-enter civilian society and can go on to experience social isolation and loneliness, leading 
to difficulties with adjustment and reintegration (Ashcroft 2014; Williamson et al. 2023a; Wil-
son et al. 2018). McAllister et al. (2015) found that 44 percent of US military veterans reported 
some type of problem in managing their reintegration back into civilian society following their 
service. They found that “the resultant strain associated with this reintegration may be caused 
by an incongruence between veterans’ military identities and their civilian work environment” 
(McAllister et al. 2015: 93).

The problems that veterans can encounter on reintegration can manifest in a number of ways, 
with co-morbidity of these problems far from uncommon. These can include unemployment 
and subsequent financial difficulties (Carpenter and Silberman 2020), which can also com-
pound family problems and lead to homelessness (Fleuty et al. 2021; Rolfe and Anderson 2022); 
roughly 5 to 7 percent of the UK homeless population is estimated to have served in the UK 
Armed Forces (House of Commons 2023). Some of those struggling to adjust can also expe-
rience mental health conditions such as anxiety and depression or, even more seriously, acute 
conditions directly related to military service such as post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), 
traumatic brain injury (TBI), or moral injury (Murphy and Busuttil 2019; Sharp et al. 2024; 
Williamson et al. 2019, 2023b). It is estimated that an estimated 13 percent of UK veterans have 
PTSD (Palmer et al. 2021).

Previous research has also highlighted problems of self-harm and suicide among UK ex-
military populations (Jones et al. 2019; Pinder at al. 2011), with Sadler et al. (2024) highlighting 
a higher risk of suicide in UK veterans than in non-veteran UK populations and Kapur et al. 
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(2009) finding that UK veterans under the age of 24 were three times more likely to die by 
suicide than their non-veteran counterparts. Veterans can also experience problems with sub-
stance misuse, particularly alcohol (Gribble et al. 2020; Murphy and Turgoose 2019). Indeed, 
Ashwick and Murphy (2018) conclude that UK military personnel and veterans are more likely 
to suffer from substance misuse problems than civilians.

Many of these difficulties facing veterans after their military service may not necessarily be 
caused or exacerbated by military service. Instead, it is possible that these could be affected 
by—or else further worsened by—pre-existing issues or conditions which veterans contended 
with prior to joining the military. These could include delayed impacts from adverse child-
hood experiences, such as childhood neglect or abuse, as well as pre-existing substance mis-
use issues or previously undiagnosed mental health conditions. Previous research conducted 
on military veterans in both the UK and the US has found higher prevalence of adverse child-
hood experiences, including abuse and neglect, among veterans and has demonstrated that 
these experiences can contribute to mental health issues, substance misuse, and other prob-
lems in transitions from military to civilian life (Blosnich et al. 2014; Kintzle et al. 2018; 
Murphy et al. 2020; Turgoose and Murphy 2021). Such adverse childhood experiences, as well 
as other pre-service traumatic experiences in adulthood, can be risk factors for many of the 
problems outlined above, regardless of military service.

Ultimately, these myriad problems can compound and lead to anti-social behavior, 
aggression, and criminal offending (Forbes et al. 2023; Short et al. 2018), particularly in 
those previously deployed on operations overseas in Iraq or Afghanistan (Kwan et al. 2021; 
MacManus et al. 2015). These problems can be exacerbated by a persisting military identity 
characterized by pride and self-reliance, as well as a lack of awareness of available support 
services or an unwillingness to seek help (Rafferty et al. 2017; Wainwright et al. 2016; Wil-
liamson et al. 2019a).

Relatively little research has comprehensively investigated motivations for offending in 
military veterans, but Wainwright et al. (2016) found that these myriad problems of men-
tal health, trauma, substance misuse, and identity issues often combined and interacted 
to lead some UK veterans into criminal offending. These findings are further supported 
by Toole and Waddell’s (2023) research with Australian veteran offenders. Wainwright et 
al. (2016) identified four main groups of reasons that featured in veterans’ pathways into 
criminal offending: pre-service vulnerabilities, including childhood adversity and social 
deprivation; in-service factors, including operational deployment, alcohol use, and bully-
ing; post-service issues, including mental health problems, substance misuse, and transi-
tion difficulties (particularly loss of the “military family”); and a set of triggers to offending, 
including impulsivity, substance misuse, mental health problems, and an inability to resolve 
conflict without resort to violence (Wainwright et al. 2016). For those veterans leaving the 
military and experiencing one or more of these risk factors, the risk of offending is elevated, 
although Toole and Waddell (2023) aptly point out that the link between military service 
and criminal offending is not direct and causal but impacted by a range of pre-service and 
during-service factors.

Veterans’ pathways through life and ultimately into prison are therefore diverse and influ-
enced by a myriad of factors, making each individual’s story unique. The aim of this study was 
to identify commonalities in veteran offenders’ life narratives and to make sense of some of the 
reasons why some veterans struggle with reintegration into civilian society following military 
service and ultimately end up in prison.
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Research Design and Methodology

This study took the form of a qualitative-exploratory research study (Stebbins 2001). Such 
an approach is broadly considered a valid research approach when little is known about the 
group under study and is useful for developing an evidence base for further development of 
hypotheses and theories (Babbie 2007; Stebbins 2001). Qualitative research method focused 
on gaining insight and understanding of a population, situation, or events under study, rather 
than generating generalizable findings with high external validity. They can provide valuable 
descriptions of how specific populations interpret their experiences of certain events, contexts, 
and environments (Casula et al. 2021; Nowell et al. 2019).

The study involved conducting in-depth qualitative interviews with UK military veterans 
serving prison sentences in England. Six prisons were purposively selected as research sites to 
ensure inclusion of establishments across different security categorizations: a category D open 
prison, a category C/D closed prison, a category C training and resettlement prison, a category 
B training and resettlement prison, and two category B local prisons. Selected research sites 
included both public and privately run prisons in different regions of England and only housed 
men.

Study Sample

Stebbins (2001) asserts that validity in qualitative-exploratory research is mostly dependent on the 
representativeness of the study sample, with appropriate sampling methods such as purposive and 
snowball sampling necessary to achieve this. Within each research site, participants were therefore 
selected using purposive sampling methods to ensure inclusion of a range of participants across 
length of military service, age, offense type, and sentence length. Some additional participants were 
further recruited in each location through snowball sampling, which had the benefit of including 
some of those who had been reluctant to disclose their veteran status to the prison authorities. 
Participants were recruited and included in the study until a saturation point was reached (Casula 
et al. 2021; Morse 1995), with the final sample totaling 35 participants (see Table 1 for a sample 
overview).

Participants had served in all branches of the UK military, with more than half (n=25) 
having served in combat roles. Almost half of the sample had been deployed on opera-
tions overseas, mostly in Northern Ireland but also in Bosnia, Kosovo, Serbia, Afghanistan, 
Kuwait, and Iraq. Around one-third of the sample (n=12) reported having experienced some 
form of hostile engagement or other traumatic event (e.g., being shot, discovering a mass 
grave, witnessing death). Most participants (n=33) had served as non-commissioned ranks, 
19 as private (or equivalent), and 14 as non-commissioned officers, with only two former 
commissioned officers present in the sample. The overall length of military service ranged 
from six months to 21 years, with the majority having left over five years prior to the time 
of interview.

The study sample was somewhat diverse demographically, with participants aged from 23 
to 72 years and coming from England, Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland, and the Republic 
of Ireland. The majority were white (n=32), with one participant of Black Caribbean descent 
and two of South Asian heritage. Most interviewees reported little by way of formal edu-
cation, with ten reporting that they had achieved GCSEs and/or A levels (or equivalents) 
and a further four having completed undergraduate degree or higher. Offenses ranged from 
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relatively low-level crimes, such as shoplifting, to more serious offenses, including large-
scale drugs importation and murder. Of those willing to disclose their offense, 13 were in 
prison for violent offenses (including five for murder), five for drugs offenses (all of which 
were supply or importation), four for acquisitive offenses (two for pre-planned robbery, 
two for fraud), four for sexual offenses, and two for driving offenses. This wide range of 
offenses was reflected in the varied sentence lengths, which ranged from eight months to 
life. Three participants were serving indeterminate sentences and three were currently on 
remand pending trial or extradition. Twenty reported that they were serving their first 
prison sentence.

All veterans included in the study gave their full informed consent to their participation, 
and the study was approved by the ethics committees of both the Institute of Criminology 
at the University of Cambridge and the National Offender Management Service (NOMS) 
National Research Council. All interviewees participated anonymously and have been 
assigned pseudonyms when quoted in reports, presentations, and articles, and any details 
concerning their military unit or aspects of their service which could risk identification 
have been removed.

Interview Process

Semi-structured interviews were conducted one-on-one in private and lasted approx-
imately 50 minutes on average. An interview schedule was used to guide the course of 
the interviews and ensure consistency but still allow other relevant topics and unantici-
pated themes to emerge (Robson 2002; Rubin and Rubin 1995). In this dialogic approach 
to interviewing, instead of aiming to extract a defined truth, meaning is instead established 
through the dialogue and interaction between the interviewer and interviewee (Caddick et 
al. 2015; Kvale and Brinkmann 2009). Interviews followed the course of a chronological life 
narrative, focusing on the following areas: childhood; life between childhood and military 
service; life in the military; life between the military and prison; and life in prison. Elliot 
(2005) emphasizes the importance of gathering, analyzing, and reporting participants’ life-
course narratives in order to capture their lived experiences and highlight their perspec-
tives and interactions within their social worlds. This approach allowed the collection of 
rich, in-depth accounts of veteran prisoners’ lives, providing comprehensive data for anal-
ysis. Interviews were audio-recorded with the permission of participants and the audio 
recordings were later transcribed verbatim.

Data was analyzed using a reflexive thematic analysis approach (Braun and Clarke 2006, 
2019), combining inductive and deductive elements. Initial coding was conducted induc-
tively, allowing themes to emerge directly from the data without pre-imposed categories 
(Corbin and Strauss 1990). Concurrently, relevant literature provided a deductive lens, 
helping to contextualize and refine emergent themes (Noaks and Wincup 2004; Ritchie and 
Lewis 2003). Themes were generated through a multi-stage process, beginning with famil-
iarization with the data, followed by initial open coding, and culminating in the grouping 
of codes into potential themes. These themes were then reviewed across the dataset and 
defined and refined to form the final set of analyzed themes. This approach ensured that 
both participant-driven insights and theoretically informed themes shaped the analysis of 
the data.
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Findings

Many of the features of veteran prisoners’ life narratives identified by Wainwright et al. (2016) 
as contributing to veterans’ eventual imprisonment featured heavily in the accounts of partic-
ipants in this study. While acknowledging that each participant had his own story of how he 
ended up in prison, with no two accounts being the same, there were some broad similarities 
across participants’ accounts in many areas. The following analysis explores the life stages of the 
ex-military personnel, laying out their journeys from childhood to prison. This serves to eluci-
date the life experiences of veterans prior to imprisonment. It breaks down life narratives into 
distinct, chronological life stages: upbringing and motivations for joining the military; military 
service; life after military service; and criminal offending leading to imprisonment, all of which 
had important implications for interviewees’ routes into prison.

Upbringing and Motivations for Joining

Troubled Childhoods
Not all interviewees had encountered substantial difficulties in childhood, with many describ-
ing relatively stable upbringings replete with friends, school attendance, and normal family rela-
tionships. However, around a third of the study participants did describe difficult or troubled 
childhoods, echoing findings by Toole and Waddell (2023). These troubled childhoods often 
featured problems with school attendance and behavior, including low academic attainment, 
suspensions and expulsions, and occasionally criminal behavior which brought them into con-
tact with the police and the criminal justice system:

I didn’t like school. I’m not going to lie, I was a naughty one because I wasn’t really interested in 
school. All I wanted to do was join the Marines. That’s it … we’d get in trouble with the police 
a few times but not a great dea l... Fighting, smashing windows, fucking vandalism. Things like 
that. That was it. (Jonathon)

As found by Wainwright et al. (2016), some participants who had experienced troubled back-
grounds described joining the military as a means to escape from environments in which they 
felt they would get into more serious trouble if they remained. Joining the military was seen as 
a way to avoid ending up in prison:

It was either come here [prison] or go into the military … [After school] I bummed around doing 
odd jobs. A bit of drug dealing. A bit of this, a bit of that … Just minor things. Well, I say minor 
things, assault, robbery. Stupid little things. Not going to school. Breaking into people’s shops. 
Things like that. It was a case of if I don’t join the army, I’m going to end up in the prison system. 
And just thought, you know what, I’m tired of this. Join the army, see a bit of the world, do a bit 
for Queen and country. Travel a bit. (Anthony)

Childhood Neglect and Abuse
Many participants’ accounts of their childhoods featured neglect and abuse at the hands of par-
ents or guardians, and these experiences clearly shaped participants’ formative years and subse-
quent lives. Those participants who had grown up in the care system also recounted traumatic 
abuse:

… we [my sister and I] were very close as we spent five years together in [care home] … There was 
a lot of abuse. It was really bad. Kids were beaten all the time … it was, without exaggeration 
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it was brutal … the abuse we used to get– sexual abuse I never had to go through but I experi-
enced my younger sister going through it. Some of the “uncles” and “aunties” would come into 
the rooms and take the children out and you knew what was happening … yeah, bad bad expe-
riences. Really bad experiences. (Jeffrey)

These forms of neglect or abuse were often contributing factors behind decisions to join the mil-
itary. Participants described themselves as being a burden on their family, being left to their own 
devices or not really feeling part of a family unit. They often described childhood circumstances 
in which they did not feel they had been equipped with the knowledge, skills, or ambitions that 
might otherwise have been provided in more supportive childhood settings. Joining the military 
was therefore often a means to escape undesirable home circumstances. For others, the military 
simply presented an opportunity to remove themselves from a disruptive environment, as Karl 
explained: “I was in care from age 11 until I left school and then met an ex-army lad in my first job 
and realized I should get away and join the forces.”

Participants who had been brought up in the state childcare system invariably described join-
ing the military as an easy and natural progression. Having been raised in formal institutions 
where life was routinized and activities were largely organized by others in charge, many felt that 
they were not prepared for independent life in society and that the military provided the familiar-
ity and reassurance they sought on leaving their care institutions. Having been institutionalized 
in the care system, the military was a familiar institution, whose terms and expectations were 
already largely understood, as Karl continued: “Maybe being in [care] homes, being in the military, 
being in prison, it’s all sort of a bit the same. A bit of an institution really. I suppose my whole life 
has been a bit like that. One has prepared me for the other.” Often this was coupled with a desire 
to escape abuse or to move away from environments in which participants had been previously 
abused:

I didn’t have the best of upbringings. I was, err–. I stayed away from the house as much as pos-
sible from a young age. I guess from the age of about nine or ten onwards I’ve been very much 
independent. My mum was an alcoholic. I was sexually abused by her and she’d beat me on a 
day-to-day basis, along with my father … The military was, and still is my family. (Michael)

As alluded to by Michael, above, for many men from such backgrounds, the military provided 
a feeling of purpose and belonging which had been absent in their childhood, as Jonathon also 
explained: “Before I went in. I had no life at all and then I joined the forces and that was it. The 
first time in my life I had something.” Some participants like William described this belonging 
in terms of family which they had previously longed for: “I loved it, yeah. It felt like for what was 
the first time in my life I’ve got family.”

Family, Duty, and Patriotism
A smaller number of interviewees described their motivations for joining the military as deriv-
ing from being raised in a military family, by parents who were serving or former military per-
sonnel and who had influenced and encouraged them to enlist:

… my proper– my biological father died when I was about five and then my step-father stepped 
in and he was ex-military. He was XXX Regiment and he was Sergeant Major in the XXX 
Regiment. So basically he– I wouldn’t say he pushed me but he encouraged me into the army. 
(Christopher)

Despite many life narratives featuring forms of neglect, abuse, and family pressure, some 
participants had decided to join the military for more conventional reasons. This included, 



34  ◾  Daniel D. Packham

for example, Jeffrey’s desire to test himself: “I joined for the challenge and I joined the Marines 
because I wanted to be the best. It was the Commandos.” Or else to pursue a legitimate and 
meaningful career in the absence of other opportunities and to advance socially from a 
poor and disadvantaged background, as had been the case with James: “I was working odd 
jobs and I wanted to do something else in the world. Something a bit more exciting so I joined 
up.”

While only cited by a small number of interviewees, patriotism was also a contributory factor 
in the decision of some participants like Christopher: “When I joined the military, I signed up 
for Queen and country.” Despite participants’ various backgrounds and different motivations for 
joining the military, one consistency across all participant accounts was the positive experience 
of military service that each participant recounted.

Military Service

Participants overwhelmingly and consistently expressed positive sentiments about their time 
in the military, recounting how much they enjoyed the challenge that military roles brought 
them and the camaraderie they shared among their peers. All participants, without exception, 
remembered this time with fondness, even when they had suffered very traumatic experiences. 
In contrast to findings by Wainwright et al. (2016) which found veteran prisoners to have been 
victims of bullying during military service, all 35 interviewees in this study described fitting 
in well in their military units. Participants recounted few problems settling into the routine 
of military life and into the social structure of their institutions, as Michael explained: “made 
good friends. We all stuck together and we had some good times.” Furthermore, Kevin’s response 
to questions regarding his service typified participants’ responses: “You know what, I absolutely 
loved it … there is absolutely nothing about the Marines that I didn’t like.”

This was especially true for those who had grown up in the care system, who described how 
they had become immediately accustomed to life in the military and did not suffer from the 
problems experienced by some of the other young men on entry, such as homesickness and 
difficulties adapting to a defined and structured routine:

I grew up in care … A lot of the guys when we was in training had difficulty. Obviously home 
sickness and everything but I never suffered from any of that. That didn’t affect me at all … I was 
kind of used to– the culture of it was normal to me. (Lee)

In-service Difficulties
For some participants, military service had been relatively trouble-free and was not reported to 
have resulted in any lasting impact on later life as a civilian. However, many others did experi-
ence problems while in the military, including excessive use of alcohol, engagement in violence, 
and experiencing traumatic events, which echoes findings from other previous research (Forbes 
et al. 2023; Gribble et al. 2020; Wainwright et al. 2016). Having problems with alcohol abuse was 
the most common problem cited by participants:

I did enjoy [the military] but got the drink on me … I was alcoholic … I was getting in all sorts 
of scrapes and so I was asked to put my papers in … I loved the military. I deeply regret that I 
couldn’t get rid of the demon drink. (William)

Echoing findings from MacManus et al. (2015) and Wainwright et al. (2016), problems with 
alcohol commonly co-manifested with violence, often leading to disciplinary and criminal pro-
ceedings by the military:
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I got done for fighting in the Falklands with another guy in the RAF. We were playing cards for 
money and drinking a lot … He ratted me out to the RAF police in Port Stanley. I just got fined 
by the CO or something. (Karl)

Loss and Trauma
While the majority of those who encountered problems in the military engaged in alcohol abuse 
and violence, others were affected by having experienced traumatic events, which they described 
as having had a lasting impact on their wellbeing and mental health, such as Anthony’s experi-
ence of losing a friend: “One of my mates got killed. We all used to go drinking together. He was a 
good lad, he was. Dave Jones his name was.1 Got shot in the back of the neck.” This echoes findings 
by Williamson et al. (2019b), who found that trauma exposure had long-lasting effects among 
UK veterans.

Issues with alcohol, drugs, violence, and trauma sometimes led to the end of military service, 
either voluntarily or through being forcibly discharged. This most commonly occurred as a 
medical discharge due to alcohol misuse or mental health problems, as happened to Michael: 
“After the death of my friend who was killed on a patrol, I started drinking more than normal and 
eventually they had to give me a medical discharge.” Or otherwise as part of criminal proceedings 
emanating from drug use or violent offenses committed while under the influence of alcohol, 
as was the case with Adrian: “I got a dishonorable discharge … I got in a fight with someone and 
then I went to Colchester and got discharged.”2 These patterns and events generally had lasting 
effects on individuals.

Voluntary Discharge and Regrets
While a number of participants described being forcibly discharged from the military, the 
majority had left the military voluntarily for more conventional reasons, as Kevin explained: “I 
thought it would be best to come out while I was still young enough to do something else.”

For several participants, leaving the military was a rational decision to pursue other career 
opportunities, as they had come to feel that the military no longer suited their goals. As Hamish 
explained: “I just decided to leave. Wanted to do something different. So, I went to do youth work 
and then to attend university.” Regardless of their reasons for leaving, participants overwhelm-
ingly regretted their decisions to leave the military, expressing wishes that they had stayed in 
the military for longer than they had: “I enjoyed it. Really enjoyed it. Worst thing I ever did was 
come out … I’m happy I joined, I was sad when I left. I wish I’d never left” (Jonathon). For many, 
the decision was taken for family reasons, often due to a partner wanting them to leave: “I got 
married and– It wasn’t really for her … she wasn’t really happy with it. I’d been in six years and 
thought, ‘well it’s time to do something else now’ (Karl).

Medical Discharge
A small number of interviewees had been discharged from the military on medical grounds, 
following injuries sustained during their military service:

I was shot in Kosovo. Three times … and that’s when my time ended. That’s because I was shot 
in the leg. I was shot in the back twice. It came out the front. That’s the exit wound [pulls down 
shirt to reveal scars on chest and back] … And I was shot in the leg where I now have titanium. 
From ankle to knee.

Curiously, however, and also in contrast with the findings of Wainwright et al. (2016), very few 
veterans recounted leaving the military as a result of mental health problems and none reported 
being discharged medically on mental health grounds. Although it is possible that undetected 
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mental health problems could have been present in some of those discharged for other reasons 
such as alcohol addiction or violent behavior.

Release from the Military and Entry to Prison

On leaving the military, some participants had settled into civilian life without problems and 
were able to obtain civilian employment, which ranged from ambulance driving, youth work to 
crane operating and plumbing. Many of these individuals described the adjustment from mili-
tary to civilian life as not easy but often manageable, in terms similar to Jonathon: “I just moved 
on. I wasn’t there anymore, I just moved on … I just got on with it.”

Difficulties on Re-entry
Yet, reflecting findings from previous research (see Williamson et al. 2023a; Wilson et al. 2018), 
many participants reported that adjusting to civilian life had been a challenge. This included 
participants who had reported no problems during their military service and was particularly 
prominent among those who had served on operations in overseas conflicts. As Lee recounted: 
“No major issues at school … [In the military] I was never in any trouble … And it was when I left 
that I got into difficulties. That’s when all my troubles started for me.” The problems encountered 
by participants after leaving the military were often related to difficulties in adjusting to a way of 
living that was unfamiliar and with an absence of supporting institutional structures. As a result 
of such difficulties, many interviewees described feeling lost or adrift, unable to settle effectively 
into civilian society. As Christopher had found: “It was hard … I just couldn’t settle into it for 
years. I was lost basically.”

Such feelings of loss, which Jeffrey reiterates, typically went beyond institutional structures 
and routines and extended to loss of close social relationships with trusted peers: “I felt lost. 
Because you get used to that environment, and the camaraderie, and the mates.”

This feeling of being lost or adrift was often exacerbated by feelings of disconnect between a 
former military life and civilian life, as well as an inability to shift from an entrenched military 
mindset back to a mindset more conducive to civilian life: “I don’t think I’ve switched off. I’m still 
in that same state of mind as I was in the army” (Adrian). This inability to reconnect with the 
civilian world included an inability to appreciate a seemingly mundane civilian life:

It was so difficult to adjust. It wasn’t so much paying bills and stuff like that. It’s because I had 
no structure and I had nothing to– I wouldn’t say that I was waiting for somebody to tell me 
what to do, but I just didn’t know what to do with myself and I couldn’t find anything that was 
interesting me. I couldn’t find anything that was tying me down to a place so I just found it very 
easy just to up sticks and move to the next place… I just found it so difficult to adjust … I don’t 
know whether it’s the humdrum of civilian life. It was quite boring. I just thought, “Jesus! This is 
no way to live your life.” (Lee)

These feelings of detachment from the military world and an inability to relate to the civilian 
world extended to the people encountered in civilian society. Many participants experienced an 
inability to relate to civilians who did not share their outlook and view of the world:

I’ve never had mates like them again. I haven’t got anyone that I would call a friend now. I still call 
the lads up from time to time. They’re close friends. They’ll always be close friends. The ones I’ve 
met outside [the army] are just acquaintances as far as I’m concerned. You know what I mean? 
I’ll never get as close to people as they were. We had each other’s back and that. (Christopher)
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Homelessness, Substance Abuse, and Criminal Offending
Echoing findings from previous research (see Ashwick and Murphy 2018; Fleuty et al. 2021), 
for a number of participants the inability to resettle into civilian society and related problems 
of substance misuse and feelings of being lost or adrift led to homelessness and rough sleeping, 
as Michael found on leaving the army: “Once I left the army I came here to mainland UK. The 
alcohol was getting considerably worse. During the first part of the 80s I was drifting around the 
UK. I was totally homeless. I spent some time sleeping in a cave for nine months between Dover 
and Folkestone.”

Notably, two participants who were involved with organized crime groups prior to military ser-
vice returned to these organizations immediately following their military service. These organiza-
tions had formal hierarchies, clear goals, strong camaraderie between members, and an appreciation 
for the skills held by participants which had been gained in the military, such as discipline, motiva-
tion, courage, organization, and the willingness and ability to employ violence. In this respect, the 
structures of these organizations aided the transition from military to civilian life, but also involved 
criminal offending: “Came out and got back involved with the wrong people, doing the wrong thing. 
Then I ended up getting sentenced in 1989 to five years imprisonment” (James). Membership of such 
groups also provided those valued and longed-for aspects of military life which had been so appeal-
ing. These veterans felt a sense of purpose, belonging, and renewed social status and pride in them-
selves, even if this was on the other side of the law.

Some of those who ultimately failed to settle into civilian life resorted to alcohol and drug use 
as a response to managing the process of change and transition, a phenomenon previously doc-
umented in veteran prisoners by Howard League (2011). This often led to a downward spiral of 
behavior which, in some cases, led directly to criminal offending: “So I came back here towards 
the end of ’96 and I went back drinking again, you know. And then that led to a load of crime; 
shoplifting, ABH, GBH. Fighting in pubs, on the street” (Michael).

Emergence of Trauma
For some, this inability to adjust and reintegrate successfully into civilian life was a direct 
result of trauma experienced in the military which for some, like Dennis, had led to  
PTSD: “I suffer pretty bad with PTSD myself. I think there’s a total lack of empathy or under-
standing.” It seemed that, for some of those affected, effective treatment had not been pro-
vided prior to discharge and there was a sense that those outside of the military family 
could not understand or relate:

Talking to a civvie and talking to someone in the military is totally different because they haven’t 
got an understanding of what you’ve gone through. Yeah, they can show empathy and all that 
but they haven’t got an understanding. You know, speaking to a civilian about seeing someone 
splattered or- you know… they don’t realize about the smell, about what you’ve seen and how 
it affects you. I can’t eat bacon. It makes me sick. Bacon and gammon because it reminds me of 
flesh. (Owen)

As a consequence, some participants had used alcohol and drugs to mask the symptoms of 
trauma or to self-medicate:

When I came out of the army, I was struggling a hell of a lot. I turned to alcohol and cocaine to 
forget about things. I couldn’t sleep at night. And I couldn’t speak to someone. I was too embar-
rassed to speak to someone to tell them that I was suffering and I tried to take my own life because 
of this. I couldn’t cope. My head couldn’t cope with it. I didn’t want to speak to my family because 
I didn’t want them to see me and perceive me as being weak because I was suffering. (Owen)
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For some, the substance misuse and symptoms of trauma experienced following military service 
contributed to further problems with violence (see MacManus et al. 2015). Sometimes this was 
expressed through interpersonal violence in drinking establishments or else manifested as seri-
ous domestic violence, echoing findings by Toole and Waddell (2023):

I kept having full blown, sweating, crying, nightmares, going for walks, I just wanted to be by 
myself … Then I started drinking and then I’d come home and start smashing things … gradual-
ly it was downhill from then on. Went the doctors, two suicide attempts … was put in a mental 
health ward in XXXX University hospital. Came out of ther e… then I assaulted my wife and 
came to prison. First time I’ve ever been to prison in my life. (Edward)

As these extracts illustrate, for many veterans it was apparent that vulnerabilities or disruption 
caused by the transition from military to civilian life had been an influencing factor in their later 
offending, if only indirectly. Despite this, however, participants almost unanimously asserted 
that their offense was not a result of their military service. For example, Michael, who had expe-
rienced the death of a friend during his military service, resorted to alcohol in an attempt to 
cope with this traumatic loss. He was ultimately discharged as a result of this and became home-
less before starting to offend. While a link can be drawn between Michael’s experiences in the 
military and his ultimate criminal offending, he insisted that these two aspects of his life were 
unconnected:

Researcher: Do you think your time in the military is any way linked to your offense?

Michael: Nah, not really.

Researcher: But I guess you could argue that if those earlier things didn’t happen, like losing 
your friend, resorting to alcohol and all that, you might have gone down a different path.

Michael: Well yeah, maybe. But that’s not the army’s fault, is it? I’m responsible for my own 
behavior, aren’t I. They didn’t make me come in here.

For other participants who also claimed no connection between their military service and their 
offense, indirect links between the two were sometimes discernible. As noted above, for exam-
ple, on return to civilian life, a small number of participants had gone on to join (or rejoin) orga-
nized criminal groups where the skills and capabilities they had developed while in the military 
were regarded as useful assets which helped them to work well within organized crime groups. 
As Steven described: “It’s not all that different really, to be honest. Well it is a bit … but those same 
things that make you a good soldier are what help you to survive in this business too.” While such 
experiences were only recounted by a very small minority of participants, they demonstrate how 
indirect links between military service and criminal offending can be seen, with issues of status, 
purpose, and belonging playing into the narratives of veterans drawn into such groups.

Despite such narratives demonstrating certain links between military service and criminal 
offending, many accounts of veteran prisoners resembled those of non-ex-military persons, 
with crimes often having been committed many years—often decades—after the end of military 
service and with no obvious links between these periods of life.

Conclusions

The findings from this study present insights into the life pathways of military veterans, from 
early life through their military service and ultimately to their engagement with the criminal 
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justice system and eventual imprisonment. While the early life experiences of the veterans varied, 
some had encountered problems in school and even had contact with the criminal justice system 
during childhood. Furthermore, although the majority described largely trouble-free childhoods, 
it is notable that many participants recounted childhood experiences of abuse and neglect, both 
at the hands of parents at home and in state care institutions. Previous research has demonstrated 
a high prevalence of such adverse childhood experiences among military veterans (Murphy et al. 
2020; Turgoose and Murphy 2021) and such experiences might be expected to have impacted on 
the later life outcomes of such individuals regardless of military service. This is especially so for 
those brought up within state care institutions, as illustrated by Gooch et al. (2022) who high-
light the connection between care home upbringings and imprisonment among men in prisons 
in England. The findings in this study support this evidence, with such experiences forming an 
important part of many participants’ narratives, influencing their decisions to join the military 
and then later shaping their experiences of military service and life after service.

Motivations for joining the military varied across the sample, ranging from a desire to escape 
poverty or difficult family or care home environments to family pressure, a desire for adventure, 
or just a means to avoid criminality and eventual imprisonment. It is remarkable, however, 
that, regardless of motive, all participants framed their military service as an overwhelmingly 
positive experience, even those who, during their service, were traumatized, bereaved, and even 
badly injured or permanently disabled. Participants typically described how they enjoyed their 
military service, fitted in well with the regimented way of life, and had good relationships with 
peers. This was especially the case for those participants previously institutionalized in state-run 
child-care institutions who often described the military as something as a natural next step 
in their institutional journeys. These findings contrast with those of Wainwright et al. (2016), 
whose research sample of veteran prisoners did not all have positive reflections of their time in 
the military, with substantial evidence of victimization and bullying during military service. 
Furthermore, this study did not reflect Wainwright et al.’s (2016) findings, in which half of the 
study sample had received discharges from the military as a result of mental health problems. 
Rather, the majority of participants in this study had left the military voluntarily, often citing 
family reasons or a desire to embark on a new civilian life. Although it is worth noting that a 
substantial number of participants had been discharged for offenses or for substance misuse 
problems, both of which could indicate underlying mental health issues.

Regardless of interviewees’ reasons for leaving the military, many had not experienced 
smooth transitions to civilian lives. As a result of military service, problems with reintegration 
back into civilian society were commonplace, with loneliness, homelessness, substance mis-
use—particularly alcohol—and mental health problems far from uncommon, echoing findings 
from previous research (see Fleuty et al. 2021; Murphy and Busuttil 2019; Rhead et al. 2022). 
Such difficulties in adjustment to civilian society following military service resulted in an array 
of difficulties and maladaptations. As service leavers were severed from their previously collec-
tive military lives full of meaning, purpose, and comradeship, they often struggled or altogether 
failed to adapt to their new civilian lives, which they considered to be somewhat mundane, 
individualistic, and lonely. Armstrong (2025) highlights many of these difficulties that veterans 
contend with on re-entry to civilian society following their military service, even among those 
who ultimately manage this transition successfully. These feelings were evident across the sam-
ple in this study, even among those who had ultimately made their transition from military to 
civilian life successfully before later committing criminal offenses.

For some participants it was these difficulties in reintegration, interwoven with issues of sub-
stance misuse and mental health concerns, which had ultimately led to their criminal offending. 
A small number of participants even revealed deliberate, arguably rational decisions to join and 
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work within organized crime groups where they found a sense of renewed social status, life pur-
pose, and cohesion with peers which they felt they had lost on leaving the military. Neverthe-
less, participants’ accounts placed high emphasis on personal responsibility for their offending, 
typically dismissing the role of previous military service in their ultimate criminal offending 
and denying links between the two. While this study did not reveal simple direct, causal links 
between military service and criminal offending—echoing research findings by Toole and 
Waddell (2023) among Australian veteran offenders—it did reveal a relationship between pre-
service, during-service, and post-service factors which can interact to influence later offending 
behavior. This demonstrates indirect links between military service and criminal offending that 
can ultimately lead some UK veterans into prison.

This article has outlined some of the typical routes through which veterans in this study 
entered prison, highlighting a number of commonalities across participants’ life narratives. 
Through the use of in-depth qualitative interviews, it has illuminated the experiences of an 
under-researched group within the UK criminal justice system, detailing the life narratives of 
UK veterans who ultimately ended up in prison. An understanding of these pathways provides 
insight into how military service can shape the life experiences of service personnel following 
their return to civilian society and can, in some instances, ultimately lead to criminal offend-
ing and eventual imprisonment. It also illuminates the relationship between certain childhood 
experiences and both the motivations for joining the military and for engaging in future crimi-
nal offending following military service.

These findings highlight possible areas of need for service provision and intervention for 
policy-makers and practitioners working with veteran groups, who might benefit from assessing 
the early life experiences of veterans seeking support rather than focusing on in-service factors.

This study contributes to the limited body of research evidence on UK veterans in the crim-
inal justice system. The study’s findings confirm and corroborate some findings from previous 
research on UK veterans’ reintegration and ultimate involvement with the criminal justice system, 
while starkly contrasting with others. This highlights the need for additional research in this area 
to further our understanding of this under-researched group with particular vulnerabilities and 
needs. Such knowledge is vital to addressing some of the issues facing veterans at risk of entering 
the criminal justice system and for the development of interventions and service provision to 
assist veterans before and after involvement with the criminal justice system. This study is just 
one small contribution to this picture to which I hope further research will contribute.
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