The Myths Surrounding
Veterans

Professor Vincent Connelly, Department of Psychology, Oxford
Brookes University, looks at the myths surrounding veteran
post-conflict difficulties specifically examining why misleading
information and erroneous beliefs still exist.

A veteran of the Falklands war wears his medals at a memorial service for the 30th anniversary of the conflict.
Photo: LA(Phot) Dave Hillhouse, Crown Copyright
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he editorial by Holmes et al* published in the British

Military Journal BMJ 2013 on the myths surrounding
the suicides of veterans of the Falklands conflict
concludes that we should rely on ‘sound statistics not
misleading sound bites.” Building on this important
contribution, we should recognise why misleading
information and erroneous beliefs about veterans persist.
We may also want to acknowledge that the minority of
veterans who do have difficulties have certain distinctive
behavioural features that contribute to this persistence.

Firstly then, why do misleading beliefs persist about
veterans? Humans are ‘cognitive misers’ wherever
possible taking shortcuts that enable potentially complex
information to be processed in a simplistic and expedient
fashion.? A common shortcut is where we causally link
associated memories through intuition rather than by
systemically processing information to more reliably infer
causation.? Clearly this has adaptive benefits as we do not

have to assess each new piece of information on its merits.

However, heuristic processing can be prone to biases in
recall and highly influenced by stereotypical information.*

Indeed there is a longstanding stereotypical belief that
military service is psychologically damaging. A letter
from 1881 states ‘...the nation treats its soldiers like
oranges, that having sucked them dry, it throws them
aside.’® While these reports may have had some validity
in the past, more recent studies show that military
service for most veterans is a positive boost to post-
service life.®” However, negative beliefs about military

service still strongly persist in the public arena.?
Therefore, reports of high post-conflict suicide rates

fit with commonly held stereotypical views of service
experience (i.e., that it is psychologically damaging®) and
popular beliefs about the immediate causes of suicide
(i.e., prompted by psychological distress??), leading
people to make strong intuitive connections between
their beliefs about veterans ‘damaged’ in service and
those veterans post-service psychological health. A
further contributing influence is that events that are
poignant and associated with death become easily
recalled. This ease of recall leads the reported event to be
perceived as more common than it really is.!?

Furthermore, a set of perceived causal connections
strongly fitting with pre-existing beliefs and stereotypes
are subject to confirmation biases whereby disconfirming
information (i.e., sound statistics) can often be rejected
as they do not conform to the strongly held views of
individuals.'? This then would seem to be a plausible
explanation for why ‘misleading sound bites’ about
veteran suicides are more influential than ‘sound
statistics’.

Furthermore, while there is clear evidence that absolute
statistical numbers of veterans who commit suicide,

end up in prison or are homeless are very low, research
does show that there is a veteran distinctiveness in these
matters that could, arguably, also feed the confirmation
biases around veterans. For example, while the rates

of suicides in veterans are statistically lower than the
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general population®? there are differences in the pattern
of suicide. Primarily, the age of suicide of serving and
veteran members is statistically lower than in the general
community.* Families tend to take longer to recover
from the suicides of those who are younger and tend

to look to ascribe more blame for such events.!® 6 This
makes for more salient and reportable cases in the press.
The added emotional charge of the story strengthens
accessibility of associative memories and feeds the
confirmation bias further in the general public.!”

There are also fewer veterans in prison than one would
expect proportionately given the social strata of the armed
forces.'® However, those veterans that are present in prison
tend to be there for more violent offences and as a group
tend to be older - proportionately more than the rest of the
prison population.’® This again makes them a more salient
population more readily noted by those dealing with
offenders and so feeding a confirmation bias.

There are fewer homeless veterans than is commonly
thought.?° However, those veterans who are homeless tend
to be older and homeless for longer compared to the rest of
the homeless population.?* This difference again makes for
a more noticeable, homeless population of veterans.

Therefore, we can understand how misleading ‘sound
bites’ captures the popular imagination. The stereotype
of the ‘damaged’ veteran is entrenched because it
matches intuitive individual beliefs about military
service and is reinforced by the particular salience of
those veterans who do suffer in terms of suicide, prison
or homelessness. Thus, the salience of the suffering
minority feeds the confirmation bias that keeps the old
stereotype about the majority very much intact.
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Pictured is a homeless British veteran near Princes Street, Edinburgh. Photo: Benjamin Brock, Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 3.0
Unported License, Wikipedia.

We agree that concern about the psychological majority of veterans do well 23, entrenched societal beliefs
consequences of military service should be based on and the easy media ‘sound bite’ mean that the military
sound statistics but we should also be aware why ‘sound will continue to be judged unfairly on how it prepares
bites’ are much more believable for many. This may help veterans for post-service life for a long time to come.

to explain wider issues related to the military such as

why many individuals in the UK hold the services in

high regard but at the same time would never consider

joining.?? Despite the sound evidence that the vast
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