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The Future Accommodation Model (FAM) is currently being developed by the MOD and, if implemented, will see a 
fundamental change in the way Army families live their lives. As one of the most important stakeholders in FAM, it 
is vital that Army families are consulted at an early stage to ensure that their needs and concerns are properly 
understood. 8,322 people responded to this year’s Big Survey, more than all our Big Surveys put together since 2010, 
a clear demonstration of just how important the issue of housing is to Army families. 

If given the choice of how you would like to live in the future, what would you choose? [6,618 respondents]

Army families’ accommodation preferences

“The Services have a unique role and must not be looked upon as a commodity that needs to be cut. I understand 
that the contract for housing is coming to an end, and that the 'jam must be spread thinner', but the current 
consultation feels like the decision to reduce the accommodation offer has already been made.”

If given the option of remaining mobile, how would you like your family to live? [6,789 respondents]

Mobility preferences

If SFA was reduced, where would you prefer to buy a home? [6,679 respondents]

Where do we want to buy our homes? 

Army families value SFA and the option of choice it affords them. When given the choice of 
where they would purchase their home, the majority of respondents would not necessarily 

opt to live close to the unit. AFF is therefore concerned too much emphasis is being placed by the MOD on providing 
a package that offers families the option to settle near the unit.

What is stability?

With FAM signalling a move towards Army families living in their own home or private rental, 
AFF is concerned about what impact reducing or removing SFA will have on families. The survey 

“Every time the Army 
changes something to 
‘make it fairer’; it ends 
up costing us more.” 

clearly shows that Army families define stability in terms of relationships rather than renting or buying bricks and 
mortar. 

“Having lived unaccompanied, we are now living accompanied as he became a weekend dad who came 
home with a wash bag and some civvies… We decided that a solid family unit was more important to the 
children than staying in one place with a part-time dad.”

would like to receive a rental allowance with entitlement based on need not rank

70%

30%

would prefer to stay in SFA and be provided with the existing package of removals and Disturbance Expense

would like to live in SFA/SSFA

would buy a house more than 50 miles away from the unit

would buy a house within 50 miles of the unit

would like a private rental allowance

43%

39%

7%

7%

4%

would like the flexibility to decide on each posting, depending on their circumstances

would buy within 50 miles of the unit

66%

34%

would like to buy more than 50 miles away from the unit

of respondents said they would rather live together in SFA and move on every posting [6,894 respondents]

95%

45%

of respondents serve accompanied because they want to live as a family [6,424 respondents]

of people said they would choose to live in their own home and have their soldier weekly commute
[6,894 respondents]

11%

Summary
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own a property 
(whether they 
live in it or not) 

Private-Corporal: 28%

43%

Other ranks: 65%

Number of years 
as an Army family

0 - 2 years: 6%
3 - 5 years: 17%
6 - 10 years: 28%
11 - 20 years: 34%
20 years +: 14%

What do you like most about living in SFA/SSFA? [5,942 respondents]

Patch life

The support that a patch community offers an Army family is crucial, as many cannot rely on 
it from their extended family due to the peripatetic nature of Army life. This support network  

is nearly impossible to replicate outside of the SFA model due to a limited understanding of what ‘following the flag’
really means by civilians. AFF is concerned that the human costs such as security, empathy and practical 
support, are not yet properly understood or quantified.

“SFA creates a military community, which is a very important part of military life. Removal of SFA 
would make working in the Army a job, rather than a way of life.”

If the availability of SFA was reduced and a rental allowance offered, what would the impact on your family be? 
[5,990 respondents]

Removal of SFA and the potential impact on retention

“For me, the provision of SFA was a critical element of the
‘offer’. I would seriously have to consider my long term future 
if this was changed. Whilst the Army expects me to remain 
mobile, it needs to keep its end of the bargain. I fundamentally 
believe that this is their moral duty.”

AFF conclusion
Three key themes have emerged as a result of this survey: 

 The FAM model being developed currently has little `buy in' from our Army families 
 Families indicated that SFA, patch life and stability are all key, positive characteristics of the current`offer'
 Families place little importance on the `positives' (home ownership and choice of location) put forward by the 
 MOD through FAM.

AFF senses that FAM is being driven by a financial agenda rather than a genuine desire to provide a flexible 
accommodation package, and this is echoed in the sentiments of families’ responses to our survey. We know already 
that people are leaving the Service because they cannot make the balance between family life and a military 
career work; AFF feels FAM would further aggravate this situation. These results reflect the views of Army families 
and must be taken into consideration when developing further the Future Accommodation Model.

Demographic of respondents

Officers: 31%
Didn’t say: 4%

Senior NCO: 37%
Officer: 29%
Senior officer: 2%
Prefer not to answer: 4%

like living close to other Service families and being part of a community74%
like having access to Service community support facilities such as the Army Welfare Service and unit 
welfare staff

66%

would definitely leave the Army

would remain in the Army

46%

30%

22%

would consider leaving the Army
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Property ownership

Q4. If you do own a property, what were the main reasons you bought your property? (Please tick all that apply)
[3,383 respondents]

Top 3 responses:

3,441 of our respondents own a property, with 32% of them currently not residing in it. Officers have the highest 
rate of ownership, with 67% of other ranks not owning a property. Our demographics demonstrated that the longer 
families are part of the Army, the more likely they are to own a property, but the majority still do not live in them.  

AFF insight: 

“I am deeply concerned about the new buy-to-let tax rules  that will penalise me for being a Service family.” 1

Financial investment or to rent out

Stability for my family

50%

44%

33%

To have somewhere to live when you leave the Army

Q5. If you do own a property, what determined the location of the property you purchased? (Please tick all that apply)
[3,329 respondents]

Top 5 responses:

Only 12% of respondents who owned a property said they had bought near their current unit, highlighting that 
most Army families purchase a property for when they leave the Army, or that they wish to settle in their home 
area. 

 New regulations restricting the financial relief for anyone receiving rental income will significantly affect Army families. These families are often ‘accidental 
landlords’ due to the nature of Service life, rather than landlords owning multiple properties in order to derive additional income. No exemption has been 
granted for Service personnel, which will result in a disadvantage for Army families.   

1

In location where we hope to settle after Service (if different to above)

In area where we could afford to buy a house

36%

29%

29%

In my or my spouse/partner’s home area

Close to wider family support

Already owned before becoming an Army family

21%

14%

AFF insight: 
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Q6. If you do not own a property, why not? (Please tick all that apply)
[4,373 respondents]

Top 6 responses:

“It doesn't make sense to take on the financial burden and 
stress of buying a house when we know we will not be in
the area long term.”

Q7. If you do not own your own property but did consider buying your own home, where might you buy? 
(Please tick all that apply) [4,275 respondents]

Top 5 responses:

“We don’t feel that we belong 
anywhere! We don’t know 
where to buy a house.”

Postings are too unpredictable to decide where to buy

We can’t afford one where we would like to live

41%

37%

35%

We want to be able to move with soldier on posting

Living in Service accommodation is better suited to our family’s needs at present

We can’t afford one in the area where we are currently posted

35%

34%

We don’t want to buy a house where we are currently posted23%

In my or my spouse/partner’s home area

Close to wider family support

38%

22%

11%

In location where we hope to settle after Service (if not home area)

Near current unit

In area where we could afford to buy a house

11%

 8%

Reasons for not owning a 
property
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Q9. If you/your partner are serving accompanied, why? (Please tick all that apply)
[6,424 respondents]

Top 3 responses:

“Accompanied Service is 
key to our family life.”

Q17. If you/your partner are serving unaccompanied, why? (Please tick all that apply)
[951 respondents]

Top 3 responses:

“My eldest had four different schools before he was six. He needs stability and 
putting children in boarding school isn’t something we wanted for our children.”

We enjoy patch life/community offered through living accompanied

A financial choice – have to live together because of allowances claimed

95%

25%

11%

We want to live together as a family

Due to spousal employment

To have wider family support

43%

42%

26%

To provide educational stability for my children

Accompanied Vs 
Unaccompanied

AFF insight: 

2,363 of our families had lived unaccompanied at some point. Spousal employment was the largest reason for 
serving unaccompanied for most ranks, with providing educational stability for their children being the key reason 
for senior NCOs. 48% of our dual serving respondents (176 in total) lived apart during the week.

Just under 50% of serving personnel living apart got home weekly, but 27% returned fortnightly and 14% monthly.

17% of our respondents said they served unaccompanied because they had no entitlement to SFA, as they were 
unmarried.
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Q16. If you live unaccompanied, how do you think living apart has affected the serving person’s 
relationship with the family? [971 respondents]

“We are a strong family with healthy bonds, 
but living apart during the week (interspersed 
with operational tours) is very challenging; 
school concerts missed, parents evenings missed, 
inability to help with homework, etc.”

Harmed: 50%
Significantly harmed: 22%
Neither improved nor 
harmed: 22%
Prefer not to answer: 4%
Improved: 1%
Significantly improved: 1%

Q19. What do you like and dislike about living in SFA/SSFA?
[5,942 respondents]

Like top 5:

Closeness of house to soldier’s work place

Rent being subsidised (terms and conditions of Service)

95%

89%

81%

Being able to move with the soldier on posting & live together as a family

Rental charges (cost of SFA)

Living close to other Service families & being part of a community

75%

74%

AFF insight: 

Private-corporals (30%) and senior officers (31%) had the highest number stating that it has significantly harmed 
their family. Dual serving families were also more likely to say that their relationship had been harmed. 

Living in SFA
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Dislike top 5:

“It is important that, if I have given up my 
career to follow my husband around, we can 
at least stay together as a family. Having one 
income means it is harder to save, but the 
subsidised rent helps towards this. We would 
not be able to ever buy a property if we were 
not saving now.”

Q21. If you live in your own home, what do you like and dislike about it (whether owned or rented)?
[955 respondents]

Like top 5:

Dislike top 5:

“Didn't feel we had much choice, didn't want kids changing schools often and knew we'd need our own 
home in the future. Made huge sacrifices, had a strong marriage, 10 years living apart was so hard. 
Husband just left the Army and we've almost paid mortgage off so are financially stable with good Army 
pension. Sacrifices were so worth it.”

Storage space

Ability to decorate & personalise your own home

50%

47%

47%

Condition of the property

Being unable to live close to my wider family

Choice of which house you are given

39%

36%

Ability to make a financial investment for the future

Being able to choose where I live

96%

92%

91%

Ability to decorate & personalise your own home

Spouse being able to pursue their own career

Feeling part of a local civilian community

89%

85%

Closeness of house to soldier’s work place

Access to Service community support facilities (e.g. AWS) & unit welfare staff

59%

55%

52%

Ability to move with the soldier on posting & live together as a family

Feeling part of a military community

Ability to afford cost of mortgage/rent

51%

30%

Living in own home

AFF insight: 

It is important to note that the number of responses from people living in their own home is significantly less than 
from those living in SFA and so our results cannot be compared.
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Q23. Which of these options would you prefer if you wanted your family to be mobile and move on posting?
[6,789 respondents]

“Private rental is so unstable, we want the security of knowing 
we will be in a certain house until my husband gets posted elsewhere. 
If we were in private rental, the home owner could choose to kick us out.”

Q26. How positive or negative do you consider the following in relation to renting privately?
[6,308 respondents]

Top 5 very positive:

* It is not entirely clear whether all respondents understood the nature of this question. The same amount of respondents also identified it as very
negative. The even split suggests families are not sure how gaining school places would work in a rental market.

70% SFA

30% rental allowance

Ability to have time to look for a new rental property

Ability to secure your property a maximum of up to 1-2 months before posting

26%

25%

Ability to apply for school places if address not potentially confirmed until near the moving date*

Choice of your type of property

Choice of who you can live with

24%

22%

24%

Future accommodation 
choice - renting

AFF insight: 

Officers were more likely to prefer to stay in SFA (77%), compared to other ranks (66%). Respondents who had been 
an Army family for 11-20 years had the highest rate of preferring the rental allowance, whereas families of 6-10 
years were more likely to prefer SFA. 

Families expressed concerns about how they would be financially protected from the vagaries of the rental market, 
if there were a move to a rental allowance, and how much they would have to dip into their own pockets to afford 
a suitable property. They were doubtful about how they would be able to source a suitable property within 
acceptable timelines and whether civilian landlords would understand the needs of Service families.

On the positive side, they agreed that private rental would better prepare families for transition and that it would 
allow couples to ‘test’ their relationship before getting married.
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Top 5 very negative:

“I can’t think of anything worse than having to source my own accommodation every two years, 
from a posting that could be miles from where you are. All the paperwork – a real headache you 
don’t need!”

Q29. If you were given an allowance towards your private rental property, what would you expect the MOD to 
provide? [6,140 respondents]

Must be provided:

“Moving is a very difficult time for 
families. Having to find your own 
property will add to the stress of 
moving. The Army should be helping 
to make things easier [for mobile 
families].”

Landlord may refuse to allow you to have pets

Need for a second car (depending on location of rental)

61%

51%

Not being guaranteed to remain in the same house during the posting (e.g. possibility of landlord 
deciding to sell or no longer rent the property

Loss of immediate military community

Security concerns

35%

25%

37%

Removals

Legal assistance - dealing with contracts & tenancy agreements

90%

Financial assistance - deposits

Assistance finding the property

77%

54%

79%

Furniture package34%

AFF insight: 

Officers indicated a slightly higher preference for assistance in finding properties, which is 
perhaps indicative of their mobility.
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Q30. If you no longer lived on an SFA patch, how important would it be to be part of the Service and civilian 
communities? [6,108 respondents]

Q31. How far would your soldier be willing to daily commute from your property to their place of work (one way)?
[6,110 respondents]

Commuting from SFA up to 30 minutes each way

Commuting from private rental (with travel allowance from MOD) up to 45 minutes each way

78%

Commuting from home up to 1 hour each way90%

85%

Future accommodation choice 
- military & civilian community

AFF insight: 

Future accommodation choice 
- commute

The military community was regarded as more important to officers and senior officers than 
other ranks. 

AFF insight: 

Families expressed concern about how renting privately would impact on Continuity of Education Allowance (CEA) 
rules, including if they were only able to secure a private rental property up to an hour from their place of work 
but remained in a mobile career.  
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MILITARY COMMUNITY: 
Very important

CIVILIAN COMMUNITY: 
Very important

2,735

1,572

1,475MILITARY COMMUNITY: 
Important

2,440CIVILIAN COMMUNITY: 
Important



Q24. If the MOD was to reduce the availability of SFA, which of these options would you prefer if you wanted to 
buy a home and live in it? [6,679 respondents]

Families clearly preferred the option of living outside the 50 mile radius, often stating they would want to choose
a house in an area of their own choice and not a location dictated by a posting.

“Buying our own house in a location of our choice would be appealing in order to have schooling 
stability; the non-military spouse would also have better work prospects through stability AND 
a more secure support network of extended family nearby to help during times of deployment/
exercises etc. To make this choice it would be critical to not be penalised for long distance postings.”

Q25. If you had to choose one of the potential options described earlier, which would you choose?
[6,618 respondents]

Flexibility on each posting: 43%

SFA: 39%

Own home within 50 miles of 
unit: 7%
Own home more than 50 miles
of unit: 7%
Private rental allowance: 4% “Given the choice, I would prefer to live in my own home. 

However, I would prefer to keep our family together and 
accompany my husband on each posting. Forces children 
spend too much time away from their fathers as it is.”

66% buy more than 50 miles away

34% buy within 50 miles

Future accommodation choice 
- own home

Future accommodation choice 
- FAM choices
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AFF insight: 

AFF insight: 

Private-corporals and senior officers stated a clear preference 
for SFA over any other option. Otherwise, the general preference 
was for the flexibility to choose on each posting – currently not 
an option under FAM proposals.



Unmarried partners without children

Unmarried partners with children- children from non-serving partner’s previous relationship

I don’t think the policy should be changed

Elderly parents living with Service person

Children from previous relationship where Service person is not prime carer

Older children (18-23) not in education/full time employment

Unmarried partners with children- soldier’s biological children

Married partners with children- children from non-serving partner’s previous relationship

3,178
2,775

2,368

1,949

1,873

1,832

1,283
686

Q27. If the definition of the family was extended (for the purpose of entitlement to housing), which of the 
following would you include? (Please bear in mind that the further entitlement is widened, the greater the cost 
to the MOD will be) (Please tick all that apply) [6,271 respondents]

“The 'modern' family is even more dynamic now than it ever has been and, in order to retain our soldiers, 
the military must move with the times and facilitate the diverse family conditions the majority face.”

Future accommodation choice 
- entitlement to housing

AFF insight: 
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The majority of our survey’s respondents were married and AFF was unable to reach as many unmarried families 
as we had hoped. Generally, respondents felt that, if children of a serving person were involved, they should be 
included in the housing allowance. This also applied to children over 18 but not in full time education – our 
respondents felt that the societal norm was that more children are living with their parents until later in life and 
that the Army’s policy meant that families were unable to provide a bedroom for these children. 29% of respondents 
did not feel the policy should change and were responsive to the likelihood of the allowance being less per person 
in order to include these categories.



Q28. At present, the entitlement to SFA for other ranks is based on their number of children and for officers, is 
based on their rank. To what extent do you agree that housing should be based on the number of entitled family 
members, rather than rank? [6,183 respondents]

“I disagree mainly because I don't want 
my Commanding Officer or Troop Leader 
or even my Squadron Sergeant Major living 
next door to me or on the same street, so 
rank has to play a part in it somewhere 
along the line.”

“As an officer myself, I would prefer that housing is 
allocated according to need. However, the type of 
housing offered is linked to my rank and therefore to 
remove it would require compensation, as this has eroded 
part of the employment package I signed up to.”

59% Agree

41% Disagree

Future accommodation choice 
- rank

AFF insight: 

There is, perhaps unsurprisingly, a distinct difference between other ranks and officers in their view on this issue. 
Other ranks were more likely to support this idea than officers were, with many officers commenting that the 
removal of rank entitlement would represent a significant reduction in their package.
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Q33. If limited SFA was available, and therefore the opportunity to live on a military patch was reduced, how 
would you describe the impact of no longer having access to patch life on the following challenges or issues of 
Army life? [6,015 respondents]

“I think this is very poor for retention and for our security. If we continue to ‘civilianise’ the military and 
remove the unique elements that make us feel different and special, we will find the attraction of joining/
staying will disappear. CGS says that we are becoming too ‘transactional’, well it's because that's how 
we are being treated. Treat us like civilians, blur the boundaries and before long we will become civilians.”

Q34. If the availability of SFA was reduced (only offered to families in limited circumstances, e.g. remote 
locations with little private rental) and a rental allowance offered, what would the impact on your family be?
[5,990 respondents]

30%
Significant impact-
would definitely 
leave the Army

46%
Some impact-
would consider 
leaving the Army

Some/Significant
negative impact

No impact

Coping when soldier deploys on operations/exercises

Family finances (e.g. having to purchase a second car)

Family time

Dealing with soldier’s long hours

Dealing with frequent moves/postings

Feeling part of a community

Ability of your unit to provide welfare support

Top 5 responses

77%

76%

71%

69%

67%

67%

67%

15%

18%

17%

24%

21%

22%

26%

22%
No impact-
would remain
the Army

Future accommodation choice 
- impact (patch life)

AFF insight: 

The highest rate of those who said they would definitely leave was private-corporals (35%). The highest rate 
of those who would consider leaving were senior officers (53%). Army families of 0-5 years were the ones most 
likely to consider leaving.
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