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The RAF Families Federation ran online surveys between December 2017 and 

February 2018, looking into the lived experience of dispersed families in the 

RAF. The surveys are part of a wider project, including interviews and other 

data collection, with findings reported to the RAF and MOD. This document 

summarises some of the findings from our family surveys.

Who took part?

Serving personnel 58%

Non-serving spouses/
partners 42%

•	 Around 1 in 5 Serving respondents were in a relationship with another 
member of the UK Armed Forces

•	 7% of responses were from RAF Reservists or their partners

•	 401 survey responses were received overall

73% of 
respondents 
had children 
living with 
them

86% were 
married, or in a 
civil partnership
12% were in 
a long term 
relationship
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Where  do respondents live?

Accommodation Type
Privately owned home	 70%

SFA	 25%

Privately rented home	 3%

SSFA	 1%

Social housing	 0.5%

SLA	 0.2%

•	 70% of respondents were living in their own homes (compared to just 38% of 
the RAF families who completed the 2018 FAMCAS).

•	 25% were living in Service Families Accommodation (SFA) - either retained at a 
previous unit, or located away from their current station

•	 The most common reasons given for moving to their current home were: 
home ownership (54%), and increased family stability (44%)

•	 37% of those families living in their own home had not moved for more than 5 
years

•	 55% of respondents said that it was either unlikely or very unlikely that they 
would move house for their next posting

Distance from home to parent unit

•	 Over half of respondents lived within 50 miles of their parent unit.

•	 Dual Serving respondents living within 10 miles generally had a Serving 
spouse or partner who was required to travel to another unit.
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Benefits - top areas of advantage

Respondents were most likely to say that they felt either advantaged or very 

advantaged in these areas, compared to those living in SFA at the parent unit.

Home ownership

64% of survey respondents felt advantaged 

with regards to living in their own home

“Looking to the future and home
ownership, we wanted to be
established in an area to enable me 
to continue in good employment 
when he leaves the RAF. “

•	 Those respondents living in their own homes or in privately rented 
accommodation were most likely to say that their quality of life was 
better than that of families living in SFA at the parent unit.

Living in our own home

Stability of our family life

Non-Serving / other 
Serving Partner’s career

Our children

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%
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Stability of family life

Stability of family life was described as 
having knock-on benefits in other areas, 
such as spousal employment, children’s 
education, and continuity of healthcare.

•	 Spousal (or partner’s) employment was particularly important for some 
respondents - for example business owners or those whose work was 
based in a particular location

•	 Stability of education was an 
important factor for many families

•	 Respondents also described how 
this allowed their children to have 
lasting friendships

“We have an autistic child and
stability for her is paramount. 
My job is here and is not easy 
to move.”

“Moving school and my 
job every 2 years was just 
not working.”

“Home ownership was the original 
reason for moving off camp but has 
been overtaken in importance by 
having a stable situation for
our children to grow up in.”
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Challenges - top areas of disadvantage

Respondents were most likely to say that they felt either disadvantaged or very 

disadvantaged in these areas, compared to families living in SFA at the parent unit.

Separation
•	 A higher proportion of respondents spent time apart from their spouse 

or partner during the working week than the RAF average (45%, 
compared with 18% of FAMCAS respondents)

•	 63% of families who were regularly separated for at least one night per 
week through RAF duties said that the Serving Person weekly commuted 
(i.e. away during their working week)

•	 Respondents who were routinely separated gave the least positive 
responses to various measures of advantage or disadvantage

•	 Families identified that regular separation could have a negative impact 
on their children and family relationships.

“I effectively become a single 
parent and my children find it
difficult to cope with Daddy 
being away”

Support from the RAF 
for our family

Amount of separation 
from spouse/partner

Household income/cost 
of living

Work-life balance

0% 20% 40% 60% 80%
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Support from the 
RAF for our family

Distance from the parent unit (or 
other RAF stations) was described as a 
barrier to accessing available support.

“Knowing I was entitled to the
usual support even though we 
live away from camp would 
have been useful.”

Some families told us that they were

unsure as to what support was

available to them through 

the military, including during 

deployments.

Others said that they could not access

support at an RAF station near to their

home due to local policy or lack of

identification as a military family.

“Biggest issue is the complete 
inability to prove you are a 
military family as there is no 
family ID card.”

“Living off unit can make 
spouses feel less of a part of the 
RAF’s wider community than 
someone who lives in quarters.”

43% of non-Serving respondents said that 
they could not access facilities on any 
RAF station.
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Household finances

Travel to work
•	 A common complaint amongst respondents was that the cost of travel 

from home to duty exceeded allowances

•	 High property prices near to some RAF stations led to home owners 
buying further afield, and hence commuting longer distances than 
desired

•	 Families, including those in outlying SFA locations, described the 
additional cost of buying and running a second car

“huge amount of money 
is spent on fuel trying to 
maintain some family life.” “Financially it’s crippling. We

had to get a second car. The
home to duty doesn’t cover 
the cost”

Increased cost of living
•	 Home owners described higher costs associated with owning and 

maintaining their home

•	 Families living away from RAF stations were not able to benefit from 
subsidised services, such as childcare

“Whilst it’s our choice to own 
a home to future plan, it does 
leave you very financially 
disadvantaged as we have
extremely high outgoings”
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Work-life balance
•	 Serving respondents identified that additional time spent commuting 

or absence during the working week reduced the amount of time spent 
with family

•	 Time at home was often taken up with chores and practicalities, 
impacting on the quality of time spent together

•	 Non-Serving partners described how they took on additional household 
roles during their spouse or partner’s absence

“I’m commuting daily into a
demanding job which means 
I don’t see a great deal of the 
children during the week”

“I don’t mind the travelling but
the poor quality of time at 
home is a definite negative.”

•	 Some of those returning home 
weekly (or less frequently) also 
expressed concerns about their 
tendency to work longer hours 
whilst away from family

•	 However, some Serving 
respondents felt that their 
work-life balance was improved 
by having a separate life, away 
from the military community

“…she has to run the house, look 
after our two teenagers during 
the week all while carrying out a 
full time job working shifts.”
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Living away from the military community

We received mixed opinions from families about what life was like away 
from the military community

•	 The small number of respondents in Substitute SFA (SSFA) reported the 

highest sense of disadvantage in this respect

•	 Home owners were most likely to say that they felt advantaged by living away 

from the military community, in particular Serving respondents

Advantages

•	 Separation of work and home lives

•	 Being able to choose to live near 
friends and family

•	 Forming enduring friendships in the 
local community

•	 Living in a more ‘normal’ environment

Disadvantages

•	 Civilian friends not understanding the 
military lifestyle, especially deployments

•	 Length of time taken to establish civilian 
friendships. 

•	 Feeling cut off from the RAF community 
and station events

•	 Sense of not belonging in either the 
civilian or military communities

“…you miss out on the RAF 
Community on station and the 
support that it provides, especially 
if you live far from your family and 
when your husband is deployed” 

“I feel I don’t fit into either the 
military or civilian community 
- just a bit isolated and nobody 
really understands how it feels”

“All my friends are civilian…. 
They are invaluable, and are 
here for the long term, not just 
until the next posting.”

“I have a broader, more diverse 
environment which definitely 
helps with the work/life 
balance and mental health”



So what next?

Where to find out more
We post regular updates about the work of the RAF Families
Federation on our website, Facebook, and Twitter.
Alternatively you can sign up for our weekly eBulletin to get updates direct to 
your inbox

raf-ff.org.uk tor.johnson@raf-ff.org.uk

•	 RAF Families Federation

•	 RAF Dispersed Families 
(closed group)

@RAF_FF
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•	 It is heartening to hear some very positive aspects of dispersed 
living in the RAF

•	 However, with just over a third of survey respondents saying that 
they would not recommend dispersed living there are clearly 
some areas where experiences could be improved.

•	 The RAF Families Federation will continue to engage with families 
and the RAF in order to improve understanding and the family 
offer for those living away from their parent unit.

•	 Findings from our surveys have been considered alongside both 
the results of family interviews and views of Community Support 
staff, leading to specific recommendations before the conclusion 
of the Dispersed Families project.



The RAF Benevolent Fund is a supporting 
partner of the Families Federation

The RAF Families Federation’s contract is held by the RAF Association 
registered Charity 2286686 (England & Wales), SC037673 (Scotland).

RAF Families Federation l 13-15 St George’s Road l Wittering 
Peterborough l Cambridgeshire l PE8 6DL

raf-ff.org.uk  01780 781650
enquiries@raf-ff.org.uk
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