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Our sample, therefore, reflected those who had 
faced (often multiple) challenges in civilian life, 
before and after Service. In this graphic novel, 
we position Carl as someone who left service 
somewhere in the period 2000-10, so his experiences 
of transition support are very different from those 
who left in the 1980s - or, indeed, someone who left 
in the last five years. His story is not, therefore, 
meant to be a picture of contemporary resettlement 
and transition support, although some of the same 
challenges may still occur. 

Most of the veterans we spoke to found employment 
quite quickly after leaving the Armed Forces and 
did not come into contact with the benefits system 
until many years later, often at times of crisis 
in their life.  Carl's story reflects this. As most 
of our interviewees were male, we chose to make 
the central character a man, but we are aware the 
specific experiences of female veterans also need 
recognition.
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ABOUT THIS PUBLICATION
Since 2017, the University of Salford has been 
leading a project funded by the Forces in Mind 
Trust (FiMT) called Sanctions, Support & Service 
Leavers. The project represents the first, and only, 
substantive research to provide an understanding 
of veterans' experiences of navigating the UK 
social security benefits system. Prior to our study, 
very little was known, beyond anecdotal evidence 
suggesting that veterans were not always aware of, 
or able to access their entitlements to welfare 
support.

Our research examined veterans' experiences across 
a spectrum of benefits processes and interactions, 
including understanding eligibility, application 
processes, benefits assessments, conditionality, 
interactions with the DWP,  and intersections between 
benefits and Armed Forces compensation payments 
and pensions.

Our study concluded in the summer of 2024. over the 
lifetime of the project, we have given voice to 108 
veterans, and carried out 298 interviews. 

As part of our project, we commissioned 
professional digital illustrator, Andrea Motta, 
(a University of Salford graduate), to produce 
a graphic novel. drawing on experiences from 
across the sample, the research team prepared a 
storyboard and script, which Andrea then used to 
produce the images you see here. In its finished 
form, the graphic novel is the result of a dialogue 
between the research team and Andrea, who guided 
us on how the story might work effectively as a 
visual narrative. 

This graphic novel tells the story of a veteran 
of the British Armed Forces called Carl after he 
leaves Service and navigates his way through civilian 
life. It explores his experiences of transition and 
employment, but the main focus is his contact with 
different parts of the UK benefits system.

Although 'Carl' is not a real person, the issues 
raised in this graphic novel are rooted in the real 
life experiences of veterans across our research.

The aim of Carl's story is not to re-inforce negative 
stereotypes that are sometimes associated with past 
military experience around PTSD, substance abuse 
or homelessness, for example. But neither should 
we shy away from the challenges that some service 
leavers can experience, and how this can bring them 
into contact with the benefits system.
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I was born in a northern town in the 1970s. I’d always 
wanted to join the Army, because it seemed like a career, 
you know, you get to go all these exotic places, learn a 
trade, that kind of thing. 

It was quite a tough childhood, but I'm not going to go 
into that. I struggled to pay attention at school, and I was 
often bored, although I managed to get a couple of GCSEs 
– erm, a 'D' in Art & Design and an 'E' in Geography. I still 
find it hard to read official forms and that kind of stuff. 

When I left, I did a bit of warehouse work and I enrolled in 
college, but I only stayed six months before dropping out. 
I got in a bit of trouble here and there. A mate of mine had 
an older brother who was in the Army. I saw him sometimes 
when he was on leave. One day, I was round theirs, and when 
he heard I was doing naughty stuff, he said "You need to 
sort your head out - why don't you join the Forces?" So I 
thought why not? I joined the infantry - local regiment - 
when I was 19. I got to Lance Corporal, although when I was 
leaving, they took that off me. 

I served 8 years. I got my GCSE English and Maths and a few 
other qualifications while I was in, but mainly it was basic 
soldiering; how to march, how to fire a gun and look after 
it. 

While I was in, we did two tours of Afghan. I ended up in a 
mortar platoon. I saw a few rough things. After the second 
tour, I decided to leave. A big part of me didn't want to, 
but there was a number of things going on, and I kind of 
thought "That's enough for me." I didn't think about it at the 
time, but perhaps deep down something was saying this is 
taking a toll, you need to look after yourself. When I came 
out, I returned to where I'm from and thought "Right, I'm 
only 28 - now what?" 

It really made me think - why did I leave the Army? I had 
everything set up there, I could have done 20, and then 
come out at 40 with a great pension and who knows what 
qualifications? I even thought of re-joining. But by then, I'd 
started to go off the rails a bit. Little things at first; like, 
if someone cut in front of you in traffic, or was taking too 
long at the post office, I could feel myself getting ready 
to fly off the handle. 

That was a few years ago. Recently my health hasn't been 
great. I’d like to find something rewarding, but right now, 
what I need to do is get my head straight.  That’s why I’m on 
benefits at the moment. I need to find a job that suits me 
but like every veteran, part of me feels I had the best job 
and I left it. But I was trained to battle on, so I do. 

CARL’S STORY
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TRANSITION
CHAPTER 1
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I never wanted to leave the 
Army - it was my life, that's 
all I had ever done - the only 
proper job I had.

various things came to a head. 
Two frontline tours, the 
girl I was seeing was putting 
pressure on me, and I had a 
falling out with my sergeant. 
I wanted to do some courses, 
I thought "I've done eight 
years, I should be moving up", 
but he was having none of it. I 
thought "sod it, I'm not waiting 
around."  

So I put my papers in. I made 
it in haste, and regretted it 
almost immediately, but it was 
too late.

I probably wasn't the easiest 
person to deal with on 
resettlement, because 
I didn't have a clue what I 
wanted to do. 

I was entitled to so many 
courses, and to be honest 
they gave me loads of 
options. "What do you want to 
do?", and I was like "Er, I don't 
know!"

They offered me a course 
somewhere, but I couldn't do 
it... I was back from Afghan, 
and I had all that going on in 
the background, and trying to 
go through transition was a 
bit too much. 

My concentration was going 
to pieces, so I got frustrated. 
There were a few generic 
classes... you know, writing a 
CV and all that kind of stuff.  

Things were 
explained, but it 
was all going 

too fast. I 
kept asking the 
tutors loads 
of questions 

because I 
needed help. I 

heard its better 
now, though.

I'm not great 
at reading, or 

computers, so if I 
get sent lots of 
paperwork or web 
pages to study, I 

tend to just sack it 
off after a while. 

But I didn't realise 
just how big a 

challenge Civvy St 
would be - it's a 
totally different 

ballgame...

out here, you are 
on your own.
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She was always on at me - 
"your son needs his dad", that 
sort of thing.

When I left, I felt really lost. 
I didn't know where I 
belonged or where I fitted in. 

I have a son, but he lives 
with his mum in a different 
part of town. That didn't 
work out. But I see him every 
couple of weekends now.

It was just one of those 
things, you know, always 
arguing about money and 
stuff. In fact, that was one 
of the reasons I ended up 
leaving the Army.

I don't get on with my Mum 
and Dad - they were only ever 
proud of me when i joined up.

i don't have anything to do 
with them if I can help it, even 
though they aren't far away. 
Sometimes I've had to borrow 
money from my Auntie, though.

I was completely naive about 
money. Still am. I've done 
some crazy things on payday, 
like buying three pairs of the 
same trainers. but what they don't tell 

you is how to live on 
civvy st - not how to be 
a human, but how to be a 
civilian.

in the Army you have to be 
independent from the age of 16, 
17, whatever. everything is done 
for you. it's such a comfort 
blanket, you don't have to think 
about bills or anything.
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When I left, I went back home. 
There were guys there who I knew 

from before the Army. 

They were up to all kinds of stuff. 

The first couple of months 
was all fun and games and 
I could see myself slipping 
back into bad ways... drinking, 
taking drugs, partying, you 
know.  

But I was like "this isn't me, 
who am I?" I was part of 
something big, where your 
colleagues are like brothers 
and then to come out 
and be nothing. 

Then I realised that you don't 
come back the same as you 
go. 

You are worn down in training, 
rebuilt as a soldier, but they 
don't untrain you when its time 
to leave.

I'm not good with crowded 
spaces anymore. Just after 
I left, I went into town 
and some kids let off 
firecrackers. 

I had a bit of a meltdown. 
Everything felt like a threat 
there - like, zero to a million 
sort of thing. 

I went home. 

Like other guys I know, 
Bonfire Night isn't a great 
time of year, put it that way!
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I guess I've been 
suffering for about 
five years. 

EMPLOYMENT
CHAPTER 2

I started getting panic 
attacks but for a long time 
I kept thinking "I will battle 
through this." 

I didn't see this as illness - 
not like someone who's lost 
a leg, and I didn't want to be 
on medication. 

But loads of veterans are the 
same - we are taught to be 
resilient and that kept me 
going for years. 

I always told myself that I'm 
fine and I need to get a grip 
of myself, and go back to 
work for my family.

but You can only do that for 
so long until you need to put 
your hand up. 

I was in a new relationship 
by then, but it started to 
fail early doors. I was 
turning on and off. 

I have good days and bad 
days. 

I don't like confrontation, 
having to deal with people 
face to face, especially when 
they are placing all kinds of 
stress on you to do things. 

I actually like seclusion 
and isolation, being able to 
get away from it all in the 
countryside and stuff. 



CHAPTER 1
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EMPLOYMENT
CHAPTER 2
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but part of you thinks you've left the right job. 

In the Army, everything is structured but in Civvy Street 
nothing's structured. you’re actually taught to work in one way, 
you’re trained in that way, you get an order, you do it well, you 

get rewarded, get another order. 

I've really struggled in all 
the work settings I've been in.

By the time I left the Forces, 
I’d already got something 
lined up, via a mate. He said his 
dad had a roofing job ready 
and waiting for me. 

Anyway, it turned out not 
to be what I thought, so I 
decided to go into painting 
and decorating.

It was alright for a while, 
but I got bored after 
about a year...

...Then I became a pet 
groomer! Sometimes I do 
impetuous things, and this was 
one of them. 

I've done all sort of jobs - 
driver's mate, 
warehousing, 
parcel delivery....
loads of random things, but I 
never seem to last long. 

It's one of those things 
where after two or three 
years, I get bored and wish I 
was back in the Army.

Nothing ever seemed to excite 
me as what the Army did. 

Then all of a sudden, you’re let out into the 
big wide world, basically, and now you can 

think for yourself. 
It makes it very, very hard.

It's just common 
knowledge that you're not 
going to settle unless its 

the right job for you.. 
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One of the last jobs was 
security. 

I completed an SIA course, 
first aid, and so on. 

I got offered a job by a guy 
who ran security at event - 
turned out he was a veteran 
too, and because I was one, 
he snatched me up.

Problem was I didn't get on 
with the other guys on the 
job. We were at loggerheads 
at lot of the time, because 
they were just taking the piss, 
laughing and joking. 

One day, I saw they'd posted 
something about me on 
Facebook. I thought I don't 
get paid enough for this, so 
I emailed the boss and I said 
here's my notice, I'm off.

I left, and I left with stress, 
because I was two minutes 
away from putting somebody 
through a window. 

I'm a grafter, and I want 
to earn and have nice 

things, but there are too 
many idiots out there....

you have people 
who coast along...
you know, turn up, 

do my work and go 
home... 

I'm not like that. I 
end up getting too 

stressed.
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The last job I was 
on, they kept on 

promoting these kids 
over me, and I said 
"hang on, what's the 

deal here?" 

I was leading a mortar 
platoon when they 
were in nappies! 

So to keep me, they made me a 
shift supervisor.

one day, I went to my boss 
and said "this is where you can 
improve the process", and he 
ended up getting really upset 
with me. I think he saw it as a 
threat, like I was trying 
to take over. 

Later, a manager came over 
and said "you need to stop 
taking over."

I really lost my rag and said 
"I'm not trying to take over, 
I'm trying to make things 
more efficient." I said "do you 
know what? I'm appalled at 
the way you just talked to me 
-  complete lack of respect. 
You've no respect for me and 
I've no respect for you."
That happened a couple of 
times.

I kept getting people ringing 
me up five minutes before, 
saying "something's come up, I 
can't make it in."  

I thought I can't do this 
anymore, so I sent them an 
email saying "Just terminate my 
contract", and I was gone.

I seem to upset people a lot. 

The main problem is adjusting 
to the attitudes of civilians. 
Trying to get used to the 
way they operate is a huge 
challenge. 

it's The backstabbing that 
does your head in... 

In the Army, if someone 
doesn't like you, they will 
tell you to your face. Not on 
the same wavelength at all.
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The thing is, when you 
leave, there's plenty 
preparing you for 
your next career, 

and tons of agencies 
finding veterans work. 

I had all these bills 
coming in. 

There have been times when I 
phoned up the Water or Gas, 
and said to them, "Look, I 
know this sounds strange, but 
I was in the Army, so when it 
comes to this, I haven't got a 
clue."

When I was working, I got into 
this trap where I would get 
paid and then buy stuff, and 
by the month end I would have 
very little. 

So I took out a credit card 
to pay some of that, but 
I didn't really check the 
interest rates, and it started 
to build up. 

I was struggling to know 
where to look. I called a 
veterans charity and they 
went through a checklist and 
asked if I was getting any 
benefits. I really didn't want 
to, because I thought of all 
these scallies at the Job 
Centre, who've never done a 
day's work in their lives. 

Why should I be forced to 
beg for help alongside these, 
when I've served my country? 

So I did what a squaddie 
normally does, hunker down 
and survive, I don't give a shit. 

But after a while, I thought 
no one's going to give me 
a medal for starving, so I 
asked if they could help me 
apply for Universal Credit.

but the one thing 
they don't tell 

you is what to do 
if something goes 
wrong - you know, 

actually, if that 
job doesn't work 
out, or if you're in 

a tight spot, 
this is what to do - 
here's the support 
you might be able 

to get. 
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HEALTH
CHAPTER 3
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CHAPTER 1

There was a few months 
where I didn't go out of 
the house once. 

My girlfriend and 
my family members said 
"you've changed, you're not 
yourself anymore," stuff
like that. 

To be honest, I was beginning 
to feel the same way I 
did when I went through 
resettlement.  

I started to feel like 
I was falling into a hole, 
but I was trying to hide it 
the best I could. 

It's hard because when you 
are on a bad day, you don't 
want to get up in the morning, 
but you do. 

I've got so much to do, 
but no motivation. i mean, 
yes, there is support, but you 
need the right person.

the problem is unless I'm 
talking to someone who 
understands our language, 
what's the point? How the hell 
can i tell some 20 year old 
lass what i've been through?

 Civilians 
- forget it - 
you can tell 

the difference 
between someone 
who understands 

and someone 
who says they 
understand.

I guess 
maybe its 

related to 
how we are 

trained.
discipline, 

resilience - 
things we 

have.

This is the 
problem a lot 

of veterans out 
there have. We 
don't ask for 
help because 

we're trained to 
help others.
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I can manage my daily life 
when I'm in the house, but 
if I have to go out for any 
length of time, I will find the 
quickest way to get there, 
do what I need to get done 
and get home.  

Really though, I try to avoid 
it, because of the anxiety. 

It's become ten times 
worse since Covid. 

Even before that, my anger 
was causing problems if I 
went out. But my Army self 
kept on saying "you will 
manage, you have been trained 
to cope, to battle on...this is 
what you do."

If you put me in a doctor's 
waiting room and expect me to 
be sitting around for hours 
with my anxiety going through 
the roof, just to be told I'm 
depressed - I'm going to walk 
out. 

I didn't know back then I had 
PTSD, but even if I had, I don't 
know if I would have gone and 
seen anyone about it. 

I'm not some snowflake 
who crumbles because his 
dog died or something.

I can just 
imagine them 

thinking 
"oh, here's 
another 

veteran trying 
to milk the 
system by 

claiming he's 
got PTSD"

 
...or ending up in a session with a college 

kid asking me about my childhood and 
whether I saw dead bodies, or whatever, 
so I told myself it ain't gonna happen... 

...and it didn't for 
a while. I just 

battled on as best 
I could.

It would be 
great if you had 
some file you 

could hand over 
and didn't have 
to sit in front 

of these people 
going over and 
over the same 
traumatic stuff.
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In the end I did go to the 
doctor, because I thought if 
I didn't, then my relationship 
might go south, and I could 
lose access to my child. 

The doctor asked me about 
my symptoms and I told him 
I was struggling to sleep. 

I didn't tell him everything, 
because I didn't want to seem 
like I was moaning. I definitely 
made things out to be better 
than they were. 

I downplayed it. 

I'm not faulting him as a 
doctor, but I don't think he 
gets the military side of it. 

I was officially classed as 
being depressed. but I don't 
want to be categorised like 
that. 

Part of me - the proud part - 
says you don't need a 
doctor or a counsellor, 
you are not like that. We 
look after others. That's 
how we live our lives... ask 
any veteran and they'll tell 
you, we don't want to mither 
anyone.  

I'm not wasting anyone's time. 
I'm a proud person. I'll 
manage, and that's how I live 
my life. 

If you ask others to be 
brutally honest with you, 
they'll tell you the same.

My girlfriend 
at the time gave 
me a flyer for 

a veterans 
support charity. 
I did speak to 
them and they 
said "we can 
get you on a 
programme."

but when they'd finished talking, I said "I'm doing alright at the moment, 
thanks, I'm sure there are people much worse than me who need it 

more, so I will leave it for the moment."

The thing is, it's easier 
to watch a film or play 

a video game, 
than it is to go and 
say "I need help...

my head is mashed."  

That was one good 
thing about Covid...

no one bothered you, 
or expected you to go 

places.
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He was good and he linked me 
into a local veteran's club, 
which I still go to now.

The GP also gave me a 
prescription for some 
anti-anxiety tablets. 

In general, I don't like 
taking meds, because part of 
me believes your body heals 
itself naturally given time, 
and your mind is part of that.
I really hoped they would 
make a difference. 

And they did for a while.

Then I heard about the side 
effects, and all that kind of 
thing, so I thought this is 
probably doing me more 
harm than good and I threw 
them away.
I do want to get better.... 
I don't want to be stuck 
like this. 

I'm not saying I won't fall 
off the cliff sometime in the 
future, but at least I have a 
better understanding of it. 

In the meantime, I needed 
some money. 

I decided to apply for UC, 
so I rang the main DWP 
helpline to ask for advice. 
I was on hold for ever.

I got upset and said to 
myself, I'll do it on my own. 
But I didn't really know where 
to start.

On veterans forums online, 
it's like another language 
all that benefits stuff. I 
didn't know what they were 
on about: advance payments, 
limited capability, PIP - what's 
all that?

Things were 
getting a bit 

out of control. 
My Army self was 
saying I needed to 

crack on.

but I couldn't 
concentrate on 

anything. 

I went back 
to the GP 
and I said 

things were 
really bad. 

He referred 
me to an 

emergency 
counselling 
thing and it 
turned out 
the guy was 
ex-Forces. 



- 18 - - 19 -

CLAIMING BENEFITS
CHAPTER 4
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With UC everything is online. 

It seemed like there's 
loads of pitfalls. There's a 
lot of info they want, and I 
didn't know what they were 
looking for, or what the 
consequences would be of 
getting it wrong. 

I read loads of horror 
stories on veterans 
forums about people being 
sanctioned for not replying 
to a message and being left 
without money for weeks. 

In any case, like I said, my 
reading isn't great and my 
memory is hazy at best. So I 
rang up the helpline and said 
"I can't fill this in, nothing 
makes sense. I've never had 
to do anything like this, it's 
all new and I don't like it."

To be fair, the guy was 
actually quite supportive and 
understanding. I can't fault 
that, but later on, I realised 
that it all depends on who 
you get on a particular day. 

There was a question "Have 
you ever served in the Armed 
Forces?" I did tick it, but 
it didn't tell me why it was 
asking. They said there was an 
Armed Forces advocate, 
who i might get to see. 

Anyway, I did a bit of hunting 
on the internet and it came 
up with the DWP Armed Forces 
Champion for the local area. 

I called the number but they 
said "we don't know who that 
is." I said, "but it's on the 
website." They said "we don't 
know about that."  

I don't know 
what they do 
with that info 
about serving. 

So far it hasn't 
led to anything 

- you know, 
jobs that might 
be relevant for 
my skills, that 
kind of thing.

after a while, I got a text 
from the benefits people 
saying they'd received my 
application for Universal 

Credit. 

In the meantime, did I 
want a advance loan or 

something? 

I had bills, so I took it. 
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weeks went by, I hadn't heard 
anything, So I called the 
helpline again. often it's 
really hard to speak to 
anyone. This is the thing, I 
can't spend forty minutes 
hanging on because I'm going 
to be a nervous wreck by the 
end of it. 
It was even worse in Covid 
times with all the claims. 

That kind of thing frustrates 
veterans to the point they 
want to throw the phone at 
the wall. That, and waiting 
forever for an answer.
Time is really important. 
They expect you to answer 
an email within so many days, 
or attend this meeting, so 
you've got to be available 
at this time and then, 
ten minutes before the 
window closes, they email 
to say "we can't make it." 
But often you don't get an 
acknowledgement a message 
has been received, so that 
creates even more stress. 

I received a message saying 
they wanted me to come in 
for a meeting - to discuss 
a commitment or something.  
I wrote it on the calendar, 
so I wouldn't forget - that 
wouldn't have been a great 
start!

All these feeling started 
to rush around. How am I 
going to cope with all those 
questions in a room full 
of people? Is it going to 
trigger things off? I needed 
to get all my papers in order, 
CV, discharge, whatever. 

I went to the Job Centre in 
town. It's not a nice place.  
After a while they called me 
over.

The guy brought up my 
application and then 
asked me to agree to this 
Claimant Commitment.

I didnt really understand 
it, to be honest, I just 
thought if it takes the 

pressure off a bit,  I'll go 
along with it. 

It says 'you will be 
willing to take any jobs 
that's reasonable and 
attend any appointment 

that's reasonable' - 

but the thing is 
who's version of 
reasonable is it?  

I mean, I can't work 
in a McDonalds or 

a building site - not 
because its demeaning, 

but because of all 
the crowds and noise.

Because my work 
coach keeps 

changing all the 
time, you can have 
one who is like "if 
you don't do this, 
you're out, we'll 
sanction you - 

and the next week 
someone who will 
go the extra mile, 
give you time and  
understands why 
you can't work 
here or there.  
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You can't expect someone 
who's been in the Army for 
years to take any job or get 
no benefit because they won't 
be able to cope. 

There have been times when I 
went there and turned around 
because I just couldn't face 
it.  

Once, I went into the Job 
Centre and they give you a 
ten minute slot, but an hour 
later, I still hadn't been seen.  

I was on the brink of losing 
it. So I walked out, but then 
I got a text saying I didn't 
attend and I was at risk of 
sanction. 

In the Forces everything is 
organised and efficient. 
This is why some of us lose 
our temper, or give up.

Sometimes the expectations 
are horrendous.  

What I would appreciate is 
some recognition - firstly, 
that if someone has served, 
that tells you they are willing 
to work. 
Secondly, recognition that 
for some of us, we did this 
job, and it's affected our 
ability to look for work - but 
we do want to work. 

Some work 
coaches get it, 
But some don't 

care. 

I guess they are 
used to dealing 
with layabouts. 

I'm not saying we should be 
priority, but the fact is we were 
part of a system built around 

values of discipline, pride, 
support and efficiency. 

We are programmed to think and act in 
a particular logical, straightforward 
manner, but the benefits system can 
treat you like a blagger, trying to 

catch you out. I'm not cheating anything, 
but you need to understand where we 

are coming from.
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Often, it's not a two way 
conversation. I said "these 
are the skills I have, 
and these are the areas of 
work I'm looking at." 
It's like "if you don't find 
anything, these are the jobs 
we will be pushing your way."
I thought "if you're going to 
force people into work, 
at least focus on what they 
are trained to do." But no.

I'm still terrified of getting a 
sanction.
what they are asking you to 
do is kind of straightforward, 
but the thing is there often 
isn't flexibility. You are always 
getting messages: reply to 
this, complete this or you 
might lose your benefits.

Sometimes it feels like they 
own you. They can really 
talk down to you. 

One time, I said "Look I can't 
do that job because of my 
personal situation." 
but she said "Plenty of other 
people do it."
I said "those people haven't 
been blown up in Afghanistan." 
She told me if it was up to 
her, i'd be in there every day. 
No compassion at all. 

It's not like I have fought in 
two wars for some girl to 
tell me I can't get anything 
because I haven't responded 
to an email or something. 

But I'm not going to pull 
the veterans card out - 
partly because I'm proud, 
but also because of the 
repercussions. 
If I was confident, I could 
challenge her, but there'd 
only be one winner in that 
situation, and she's sat 
behind a desk.

My current work 
coach is sound...

he knows my 
background. 

He said to me "your 
area of work is 
specialist, I'll 

leave it to you...

In the end, he suggested 
I might benefit from an 
external employment 

support service, 

He really 
understood my 

health conditions 
and what I can and 

can't do.

He'd tell me when 
courses were on and 

if I attended, 
he would cover my 

costs. 

He went above 
and beyond.

But its not always 
like that...

He even referred 
me to some local 

veterans's services. 

I'm not going to 
push you to take 

something if you're 
not ready."

but he said "if you 
don't feel happy with 
it just let me know 
and we'll stop it." 
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benefits ASSESSMENTS
CHAPTER 5
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After a few months, the Job 
Centre called me back in and 
said I had to start looking 
for any job. 
They were going to go 
through my work search line 
by line. My mood was up and 
down, so I thought I can't 
deal with this. 

So I went to the GP and got 
a 3 month fit note.  
I uploaded it to my journal 
and they seemed ok with it. 
But I kept thinking what if 
they cut off my payments? 

The work coach emailed me 
back and said "if you aren't fit 
for work, have you thought 
about applying for Limited 
Capability for Work?" I didn't 
know what they were on about. 

I got a questionnaire and it 
said it was checking how your 
health and disability affects 
your ability to work.

I'm not disabled, I just can't 
cope sometimes. I'm not going 
to be dishonest to fit their 
criteria. 
On the veterans forums 
online, they said you have to 
wait about three months, but I 
needed the help straightaway, 
So I ignored it. 

The guy phoned me up and 
said "Why haven't you returned 
your WCA forms?" I said 
"but I'm sick, you got my 
doctor's notes, why do you 
need another form filled in?" 
He said "well, this is a 
different process, to assess 
if you have limited capacity", 
or something.

That phrase really needles 
me because I was a soldier - 
well, I am a soldier. I'm not 
limited anything.

I guess they start by 
suspecting everyone, but 
that's not going to work 
with us because we have a 

them and us mentality. 

I was beginning to feel 
wound up, and said "Listen, I'm 
not some toerag who sells 
drugs or sits on their arse 
playing video games all day  

I was serving at 18 -  
is this how this country 

treats its veterans?"

Somebody at the veterans 
club mentioned PIP but

all the guys I know who 
have gone through PIP 

assessments say you get 
knocked back first time. 

so why should 
I go through 
the hassle?

If they can't 
believe the 

evidence and they 
won't believe my 
word, what's the 

point? 
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I spoke to my counsellor 
about it. He said "look, its 
not about labelling you 
as disabled, it's about you 
needing a breathing space to 
get better."

In the end, I asked my 
neighbour. He's done a few 
for other people and was 
pretty confident I was 
going to get it. I thought 
well, he must know. 

Filling in the forms is tough 
though - it seems like about 
140 pages. But in the end we 
did it. 
I got a letter telling me to 
come to a Work Capability 
medical assessment in town. 
I dressed up smart, you know, 
like for Remembrance Day. 
But as the day approached, 
I started to get more and 
more anxious. I don't like new 
environments. 

the thing is, you have to go or 
you won't get it, but when you 
do, they ask you "how did you 
get here? Did you come on 
your own?" 
And if you fail, you will lose 
payments that you've come to 
rely on, and before you know 
it, they are asking you to look 
for work. And then you have 
to do it all again in a couple 
of years.

The whole process almost 
seemS designed to set you on 
edge. As I was on the bus, I 
was reading through what I'd 
written. I did several versions 
of the form - in the final 
one I added more info about 
flashbacks and insomnia - 
really personal stuff. 
By the time I got there, my 
head was feeling a bit blown. 

 To be honest, I don't remember 
much about it, except they 

seemed to be reading from a 
script.  

The first time, They kept 
me waiting for hours, 
so I was a tense as a 
wire and then when I 
asked what was going 

on....
....maybe I was a bit abrupt, 

but the girl behind the 
desk said "didnt you hear 

them call your name?" 
I said, "I've got fucking 

tinnitus - it's on my form!'"

Don't get me wrong, there is support for 
veterans and thank God there is,

because I've relied so much on workers 
to fill in forms, chase up evidence, come 

with me to assessments and just give 
moral support.  
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The whole set up is wrong. As 
soon as you go in, there's a 
security guard, then all these 
closed doors. 

They asked me a whole series 
of questions, like 'Can you 
raise your arms above your 
head? 'Can you run a bath?' 
I said "Of course I can run 
a bath, I just can't get out 
of bed for three days at 
a stretch!" None of it was 
geared to my mental health. 
I really lost my temper 
and said "Are you trying to 
provoke me?" At that point, I 
just clammed up and looked 
at the floor.  
Why should I have to fight 
tooth and nail for this? I 
know the assessor wASN't a 
medical professional. 

We go into these things open 
and honest, but if you are like 
that you are liable to come 
a cropper. One time, they 
asked me "Do you think you 
are capable of work?" and I 
said, "Yes, of course, if the 
right job comes along." Big 
mistake! 
they try and make you go 
to places you don't want 
to - part of me is thinking 
why should I tell you, it's 
not like you could possibly 
understand.

Then there are PIP 
Assessments - they are 
different to WCA, but they ask 
you similar questions. I said 
to one assessor "How many 
of these do you have to have? 
Surely you have all this info 
from the last time?" But he 
said "no, this is different, plus 
your circumstances might have 
changed." 
When they suspended them 
during COVID, it was a huge 
relief.

So, I have got 
PTSD through no 
fault of my own, 
because of where 
one part of the 
government wanted 
me to go. But now, 
another part of 
the government 
wants me to talk 
all about it. It's 
like a victim being 
put in a room with 
their assailant. 

No wonder so many veterans say 'Fuck this, I'm 
off' - or don't even do it in the first place.

 PTSD is difficult to explain even on a good day. 
if the assessor isn't trained, they might think 

you are making it up. then if the questions come 
across as aggressive or accusatory, well 

forget it. 

That is not going to 
go down well with a 

veteran.
We would perceive 
that as a threat, 
so if I was an 

assessor, I would 
think ok, this guy's 
a veteran, be polite, 

explain things 
and treat it like a 

conversation, 
not a 

confrontation. 
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I had to wait a few months to 
hear. Then I got a letter - 
'your score is zero.' 

it was like a knife in the heart. 
That really destroyed me. 

I just tore the letter up 
and threw it in the bin. I 
thought all this stuff I told 
you and you didn't even take it 
into consideration. 
Even my GP was like "how the 
hell have you got zero?"

There is a section which says 
you can appeal. Yes, you can,
but that just piles on 
even more pressure. 

You know the first line 
of the letter is going to 
destroy you if it's bad news. 
going through the process 
itself made my mental health a 
lot worse. 

That was the start of a long 
downfall. 

I became a bit of a recluse.  
I can understand why loads 
of guys won't even claim, 
even when they're entitled, 
because you're asking 
someone to write down - 
and then talk to strangers 
- about your most traumatic 
events, which they will never 
understand. And at the end of 
that, they may say they don't 
believe you. 

I thought if I ever apply 
again it won't be for a long 
time and I will get every bit 
of support I can. Yes, in the 
end I did, but the experience 
really scarred me.

I am claiming it now, 
but the stress of 

doing the assessments 
over and over, 

doing appeals,  
going to tribunals 

is so damaging, 
I'm terrified each 

time that I will fail, 
and I'll be back to 

square one. 

I've been 
through three 

PIP and one WCA 
all in all.
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When I left the Army, I got 
some compensation. They say 
never accept the first offer 
because they're just trying 
to get one over on you, but 
because of my finances  - and 
the fact that I had a kid on 
the way - I felt I had to.  

I needed advice, but they just 
said sign here, sign there, and 
that was that. I think I've lost 
all the paperwork anyway 
when I moved.

Actually, SOME OF THE 
compensation went on 
something else. I saw this 
offer for gold sovereigns, 
and I bought about 50 and 
stuck them in a safe. They are 
an investment.

So in the end, I got a credit 
card. ACTUALLY I got three, 
but I maxxed out two. 
I didn't really get the terms - 
in fact, someone else filled 
it out for me. 

after a certain period the 
interest rate soars. I use it 
to top up things food wise 
and the electric meter, which 
is not great. 

There's a ten pound note 
which is floating around me 
and A few other guys when 
things get tight. 

"Have you got £10 you can 
lend me?" So I give it them. 
A couple of days later, I'm 
like "Can I borrow a tenner?"

One reason I was trying so 
hard to get PIP was because 

of all the debts. 

I wasn't very savvy with 
money - the height of 
knowing about it in the 

Forces was getting a pay slip 
each month, and then I never 
opened it. Once you got paid, 

you spent it in a few days 
anyway. 

My budgeting skills were not good. Every 
month, new payments were going out the 
door and I was ticking off the days to 

the next UC payment.
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That was also one of the 
reasons I applied for UC 
in the first place. 
I had held out as long 
as I could. I really didn't 
want to, because to go 
from the Army to signing on 
FELT belittling, but without it 
I wouldn't survive.

While I was waiting for 
the first payment to come 
through, I took out an 
advance loan, because you 
can't really LAST without it 
for 5 weeks, while you have 
all the usual bills. 
Later on, I asked for a 
budgeting loan, so I have to 
pay instalments on that as 
well. you can only have one a 
year, or something. 

Worst of all, I got 
sanctioned because I missed 
an appointment. 
I lost my phone, then I got a 
new one, but with a different 
number. to get into THE 
journal, you get a code 
sent to your phone. obviously, 
without a phone I missed it. 

So they took a couple of 
hundred off my uc. I asked 
if there was any hardship 
payments and they rang up, 
asking how much toothpaste 
do I use, or whatever. 
I got it, but it was less than 
they took off me. that rubbed 
salt in the wound.

They told me I should have 
gone to the Job Centre and 
spoken to someone about 
the phone. They still expect 
me to respond to messages 
and calls, and search for so 
many jobs, otherwise I won't 
get anything. 

That was before I got 'Limited 
Capacity', or whatever they 

call it and PIP - without them 
I'd be stuffed and that makes 

me nervous. 
 

I think its about £7000 in all 
that I owe. after a while, I 

just thought it is what it is - 
I can't pay it; it's not going 

anywhere, so let it be. 

By the time all that goes out, 
I'm left with about £55. 

Not 
suprisingly,  

I'm struggling 
a lot. My 

finances are 
rubbish. 
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I got into arrears with 
Council Tax, and the water, 
so that comes out as well. 
I also had court fees. The 
thing was, I was supposed 
to attend a court date, but 
because I was having a bad 
day, I didn't go. That sounds 
like another excuse, but the 
fact is one thing impacts on 
the next and then it all gets 
too much. 

the veterans group put me in 
touch with military charities 
and They also suggested 
I speak to the Council 
welfare rights team.

I got an appointment with a 
worker there to go through 
all my finances. I had to bring 
all my bills. It was him who 
mentioned re-applying for THE 
limited capacity thing. 
I said no way, but he said 
"don't worry, I will help you."  
So we filled the forms out 
together. 

He said the best thing would 
be to go to MY mental 
health team and ask their 
advice about what evidence 
to provide, because they 
know how to describe my 
conditions in the right way, 
for the forms, that is. Maybe 
I could even get someone to 
accompany me, so I wouldn't 
feel so stressed.

The other thing I have to 
deal with is all the Forces 
pension and Armed Forces 
compensation stuff. There is 
so much paperwork. 
With not reading well and 
struggling to concentrate 
I need people to explain iT. 
There ARE medical documentS, 
letters from Veterans UK, 
Army Compensation board and 
all that. 

I got an increase to my Forces 
pension and I appealED for a 
higher Compensation payment. 
When they paid it out, IT wiped 

£300 from my UC payment. I rang the DWP Call Centre. I said 
"PLEASE TAKE YOUR TIME", But she didn't 

acknowledge that and rusHED through the 
information. 

SHE said "you shouldn't be claiming 
benefits, because you had a payout 
- you're not reliant on the state." I 
said "I defended the state - am I not 
due some slack? I need that money 

for treatment and higher costs. 
Where's your duty of care?" 

In the end they said I need to send 
proof of what I spend each month, 
receipts and so on, then they might 

reconsider. More admin! 
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Later on, because I hadn't had 
much money and because I was 
feeling down, I wasn't eating, 
so I dropped a couple of 
clothes sizes. I needed a new 
suit for job interviews, so I 
asked the JOB CENTRE for an 
emergency payment. 

Unfortunately, my work coach 
back then was not very 
sympathetic, and they said 
there's no way, sorry.

That meant I didn't have the 
heating on for a while. But you 
know, once a soldier...
you learn to survive 
hardships like that - it's just 
a bit of cold after all. 

there's not much I can do  
about it at the moment. I 
mean, if I want to go out and 
have a pint with THE lads, it's 
like "hang on, I can't right 
now." I mean I'm sure they 
would stand me a couple, but 
I would hate feeling like I 
couldn't pay my own way. 

You end up needing an 
accountancy degree to 
keep on top of all this. no 
wonder lots of veterans 
can't cope, because they are 
trying to juggle benefits 
payments, Forces payments, 
debts, and all the while PTSD, 
or whatever, means you are 
finding it hard to concentrate 
or remember what is due, 
what needs checking and 
who needs paying. on top of 
all that, you didn't have the 
experience that civilians have 
of managing money.  

I don't eat for days at a 
time...that's what a squaddie 
can do. Or I will eat in the 

middle of the day and I'm up 
for 20 hours straight or 

something.  

Being on your 
own makes you 

depressed, which 
then makes you 

eat less. 

If I'm really 
struggling for food, 

I will ask friends 
or maybe a Forces 

charity. I didn't need 
to do that when I had 
the uc Covid top up.

I hate asking, but 
the woman at the 
local one said 
"don't be daft, 

just ask." every 
couple of months, 
she comes round 
with a voucher for 
food or a bag of 

shopping.

they ALSO provided me with some 
white goods, and a mobile phone.  
The phone is actually a key thing 
because I've lost so many with my 

memory being so bad. 

but you can't just afford a new 
handset there and then, but then you 
can't get messages, from DWP, the GP 

or whoever. it's like losing a limb.
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RECOVERY
CHAPTER 7
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As of now, things are more 
on an even keel than they 
have been for a while. We've 
formed a MEN'S group, which 
is basically aimed at guys like 
me. It started in Covid time 
online, because people were 
really isolated. I got in early. 

What we do is, we get any 
bloke that's feeling down, 
and we go for hikes and 
generally just have a chat.  
We might go to the pub as 
well, but sometimes the noise 
can get a bit much, you know 
if football matches are on.

The good thing is, if I'm 
struggling a bit myself, 
I can meet someone outside 
and they can come out and 
have a chat until I feel ready 
to go in. Talking to others 
in that situation is very 
cleansing for the soul. 
But generally I prefer 
listening to someone else 
talk about their issues than 
talking about mine. 
I guess old habits die hard - 
too stoic for my own good 
sometimes. 

I've just come back from a 
week long course away in the 
Lake District. You get taught 
climbing, team leading skills, 
first aid, all that. 

On the last day, we had an 
information session run by 
a guy from a Forces Hub 
somewhere in the North East. 
He said if I wanted to, I could 
join in their fundraising 
walks. I think I might. 

I need to be doing 
something, preferably 
outside in the fresh air. 

I had this thought about getting a 
smallholding, you know, to grow 

organic veg. That's a dream, but I had 
to tell myself "Whoa, Carl, just take 

things one step aT A time."

Having a breathing space 
to sort my life out 

is very important. this 
is a key thing that the 

benefits system needs to 
recognise - SOMETIMES 

we need a bit more 
time because of our 

background.



- 36 - - 37 -

I saw this text on my phone. It 
said 'we will be holding your 
PIP review ON THE PHONE a 
month from now.' I could feel 
my pulse increasing.

this lady rang up. she was 
a counsellor working on 
behalf of the benefits 
people. Really nice, empathetic. 
She actually listened to 
me. She was thorough, but 
she didn't quite get it about 
veterans. I said to her "Have 
you ever had training about 
the kind of things ex-Forces 
face?" she said she hadn't, 
but she did sound genuinely 
interested. 

In the end, I did lose a few 
pounds off my award, but I 
was just glad to keep it. Don't 
get me wrong - you still have 
to go to places you don't 
want to, but it was fair and 
honest - that's all I expect. 

I sent in the evidence THE 
MENTAL HEALTH TEAM sorted 
for me. I don't know if 
that made a difference, but 
they didn't ask for more 
information. There will be 
another in two or three 
years but everything else
remained the same.

I also got referred to a 
specialist veterans therapy 
service. IT'S Been really 
good. Best of all, I got a 
proper diagnosis of Complex 
PTSD. once I've finished, I 
will be referred back to 
a local NHS team. They are 
helping me with a whole load 
of issues from my past. It's 
helped ME understand myself 
a lot. I'm not saying I won't 
have a crisis in the future - I 
probably will at some time, 
but I'll be better prepared. 

They also provided a statement 
for PIP and Armed Forces 
Compensation claim which 
I think helped. It did make 
me think I might like to do 
counselling for a job.

Anyway, one day when 
I was walking home, I 
saw a job advert on 

a bus stop. It was for 
a part time ground 

manager at the local 
football team. 

in the corner, it said 
the company had been 

awarded Employer 
Recognition Scheme 

'gold' for their 
veteran friendly 
policies. The only 

issue was it said you 
needed certificates 
in safeguarding and 

health and safety and 
whatnot. 
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Then I thought what about my 
benefits - this could muck it 
all up? But it turned out help
was just around the corner.

The veteran's club have this 
champion who also happens 
to work at the DWP. He runs a 
drop in there, so you can go 
and ask about issues. I said 
to the guy - Mark, his name is 
- "I'm thinking of applying for 
a job. I'm going to need some 
advice and assistance with 
grants. I need a battleplan!" 
he said he would ring my work 
coach and the Armed Forces 
Champion for the area at the 
same time. 

I got a call back from a 
really helpful fella, who 
said "put a message on YOUR 
journal and send it to your 
work coach, explaining you 
want to apply for this job."
  
I put a message on and 
said "Listen, this course is 
£400, can you help me out?" 

Straightaway, I got a reply 
saying "send proof, and we 
will see what we can do." A 
couple of days later, I got 
the money. Couldn't fault that. 
My latest work coach is one 
of the best I've had. She 
speaks to you like a human 
being. She said if I was ever 
not in a state to come in TO 
let HER know, and she would 
make sure I wasn't penalised. 

She even said she thought 
veterans should get more 
support. She's on the ball, 
sending me jobs, but she 
knows i'm on the course and 
said she wasn't going to 
pressure me.

I also got a call 
from the Armed 

Forces Champion. 
Turned out, he was an 
ex-Army guy. He's been 
a lifesaver. He said if 
I ever had a problem 
with the DWP to call 
him and he would try 
and sort it out. It 

hasn't happened yet, 
but you never know.

The military pension thing got 
sorted, plus the AFCS. Mark - the 
guy at the club - said "let's do it 

together over the phone." He liaised 
with Veterans UK about that.
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I have a dog now, as well. 
Talk to any veteran and 
they'll tell you a dog is a 
good thing. No judgement, 
you see, loyalty, everything. 
And of course, it forces you 
to get out of bed. you are 
responsible for someone 
else. I take mine for a walk 
four times a day, so that gives 
me structure, exercise, and 
fresh air. 

My finances are more stable 
now as well. The guy at the 
local Hub recommended I 
go for an IVA - an individual 
voluntary arrangement. He 
spoke to my creditors and 
said "this is what he can 
afford each month." so now I 
pay £100 per month in total. 
Before, I was getting 
letters, phone calls all 
the time, but now they've 
accepted the deal, 
it's quietened down. In six 
months, it should be 
cleared, hopefully. 

In the end I got the job! 
It's very different to the 
Forces, but they really 
wanted someone with all that 
understanding of working as 
a team and discipline.

It's a solid role and it will 
give me a foundation while 
I explore the Counselling 
thing.

All in all, I'm in a better 
place now. My neighbours are 
nice. I'm not looking for a 
relationship, but if it happens, 
it happens. The main thing is 
I can have my son over more 
regularly now. Yes, my time 
in the Army will always be 
special, but I recognise I 
can't live in the past too much 
- it's not healthy.

I think if I had one message 
for the benefits system, it 

would be this - use veterans 
who have gone through the 

system more.

teach one person and they can teach 
twenty others. They can take that civilian 

speak and turn into military lingo and 
vice versa. Pay them to do it, maybe work 

with veterans groups to organise it 
locally.

I mean a work coach 
might look at me 

and think he doesn't 
have much to offer 
- send him for low 
level jobs - but IN 
THE ARMY, you have 

to be able to retain 
info at a high level. 

IT is very 
technical.
 plus WE 

have great 
organisational 

and motivational 
skills. A veteran 

can interpret 
that, be an 
advocate. 

That's the way 
forward, I think.
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