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Abstract
There are many social, environmental, and economic rea-
sons for converting from defence manufacturing to civil 
production. Importantly, such a transformation could sup-
port more peace in the world while still ensuring the secure 
jobs that the defence sector has historically provided. The 
views of defence workers on such a transition are important 
to understanding how this change could effectively and eq-
uitably occur. To capture some of these views, the research 
project on which this paper is based involved interview-
ing 58 former and current defence sector workers in the 
United States and the United Kingdom and convening key 
leadership focus groups which included their trade union 
representatives. Though these workers' opinions were not 
entirely polarized and some interviewees had mixed and 
nuanced views, they loosely fell into three categories (a) op-
posed to defence diversification, (b) supportive of defence 
diversification, and (c) supportive in principle but thought 
that it would be unlikely to happen. The (a) category of de-
fence workers primarily based their view on the idea that 
the defence sector is necessary for security and a feeling of 
pride in supporting this endeavor. The (b) category views 
were built on the perceived harm of the sector, the potential 
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INTRODUCTION

Peace campaigners often argue that the arms trade fuels wars and violent conflict (e.g., 
CAAT, 2022). Academic investigation has supported this view, though with greater nuance. For 
example, Pamp et  al. (2018), after examining SIPRI records of global arms imports, and not-
ing the increased likelihood of conflict following increases in importing weapons, concluded “…
while arms imports are not a genuine cause of intrastate conflicts, they significantly increase 
the probability of an onset in countries where conditions are notoriously conducive to conflict” 
(Pamp et  al., 2018: 430). There has not been adequate research in this area and some would 
argue that more weapons are needed to act as a deterrent to aggressive attacks, as in the so-called 
“peace through strength” position of the US Republican Party (McCrisken & Downman, 2019). 
It is beyond the scope of this paper to engage with this debate except to note our positionality. 
As engaged researchers, it is our position that wars and conflicts would be much less harmful 
with less weapon availability. Hence, we consider that peace could more easily be achieved with 
a reduced and less powerful defence sector. Based on similar beliefs, “defence diversification” 
or “arms conversion” has been an important campaign for many peace activists. However, the 
question of jobs then looms large, as many well-paid, secure, and unionized jobs are connected 
with this sector. A recent UK report states that 10,000 organizations were paid directly by the 
Ministry of Defence globally in 2020/21 and that the average full-time salary for surveyed defence 
roles was £45,000, over 16% higher than the UK mean average annual full-time salary in 2020 
(JEDHub, 2022).

The loss of these jobs would obviously be threatening to the workers involved and their com-
munities so creating alternative jobs is vital. This makes it important to engage with the defence 
sector workers in disarmament and diversification campaigns as they will be most affected by 
such a transformation of production and will be able to offer important insights into how this 
should most effectively and equitably happen. Some peace campaigners have historically en-
gaged with the workers in the industry, for example, during the Lucas Aerospace plan of the 
mid-1970s. This was a plan to move the aircraft manufacturer away from military production 
and toward socially useful production (Salisbury, 2021). However, more widespread and recent 
engagement with defence sector workers on discussions of arms conversion has been minimal. 
Engaging these workers would be extremely important for arms conversion campaigners so that 
they can develop discourses and actions which defence workers can relate to and support.

This paper highlights the views of defence workers. It is based on the 2021–2022 research 
project, “Decarbonising and Diversifying Defence: A Workers' Enquiry for a Just Transition,” 

‘peace dividend’ that would arise from transition, and feel-
ings of guilt about working in the sector. The (c) group of 
workers identified the profit motive, worker attachment to 
defence jobs, technological issues, and the economic and 
political power of the defence companies as the key barri-
ers to change. Proposals for effectively converting included 
economic incentives, government regulation, and organiz-
ing trade unions to push for change. A unified view was 
that workers want to be involved in discussions about these 
issues in their workplace and unions.
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which focused on worker views of the environmental impacts of the defence sector and how to 
reduce this. In this article, we focus on what the workers interviewed said in relation to diversifi-
cation, rather than the wider scope of the project which can be followed up in the project reports 
(see https:// www. decar bonis ing- defen ce. co. uk); the publicly available data set for this project 
(see www. decar bonis ing- defen ce. co. uk and the UK Data Archive Data Catalogue, under “Data 
Collection #855918”).

While we use the terminology of “defense diversification,” we do not see this as differing sub-
stantially from what is sometimes referred to as “arms conversion” or “transitioning to socially 
useful production.” The definition of “diversification” we use here draws on that of NET's (2018) 
as “the broadening of business to non-military business fields with the intention of reducing or 
stopping arms production” (NET, 2018: 6). This is the definition that we read out to our inter-
viewees as our working definition for the project after we had first explored what the concept 
meant to them. We, therefore, use the term “diversification” interchangeably with “conversion” in 
this paper while recognizing that the latter denotes a more comprehensive transition away from 
military production. The project on which the paper is based focused on the United States (US) 
and the United Kingdom (UK), as they are the two largest global defence exporters on a rolling 
10-year basis (DFiT, 2020). Moreover, the US has the highest level of national military spending in 
the world and the UK has the 5th highest, with spending in 2020 reaching $778 billion and $59.2 
billion, respectively (SIPRI, 2021).

BACKGROUND

Numerous studies indicate the many social reasons for converting the defence sector so as to mit-
igate the harms arising from it including, for example, forcibly displacing indigenous and mar-
ginalized communities to make room for natural resource extraction (e.g., Delina, 2020); and the 
damaging health impacts from military installations (e.g., Alvarez, 2021), the testing of weapons 
(e.g., Alexis-Martin et al., 2021) and their use in military operations (e.g., Frey, 2013). However, 
beyond the social case for reducing arms production, there is also a strong environmental case. 
The “treadmill of destruction” (Hooks & Smith, 2004) is a theoretical framing of the role the 
military plays in environmental destruction in a capitalist society, noting that nature is destroyed 
for power and wealth. The defence sector is responsible for extremely high rates of greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions, pollution, and use of nonrenewable resources (Belcher et al., 2020; Bigger 
& Neimark, 2017; Crawford, 2019; Parkinson, 2020). One analysis found that the US military 
alone emits more CO2e (carbon dioxide equivalent) than most entire nation-states (Belcher 
et al., 2020). While the defence sector itself intends to address this problem, through “decarboni-
zation” programs (Bowcott et al., 2021; MoD, 2021; US Army, 2022) which do not seek to reduce 
the number of weapons overall, we felt it necessary to include “diversification” as (possibly) a 
more effective solution to reducing the material footprint of the sector. This is based on an under-
standing that the planet has limits to what it can sustain and that we face multiple environmental 
crises (Steffen et al., 2015) such that we need to address a range of environmental harms simul-
taneously. Moreover, the supposed predicted decoupling of environmental growth from material 
footprint via “ecological modernization” and “green growth” programs has seen limited success 
(Hickel, 2021; Hickel & Kallis, 2020; Vadén et al., 2020). Therefore, given planetary limits and 
the need to reduce the use of resources and production of waste, coupled with numerous unmet 
human needs, it is important to consider how humanity can reduce consumption and limit it to 
what is actually necessary or brings genuine social value.
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Alongside critiques of the environmental impacts, and the harm to people, property, and 
societies caused by armed conflict, the defence sector has also been criticized on the grounds 
of its costs for the state and, consequently, for citizens. Recently, 50 Nobel laureates signed 
a letter calling for decreased military spending and to use these resources to create a UN 
Fund to combat poverty, health crises and climate change (Sabbagh, 2021). Defence indus-
tries are heavily subsidized by the state via citizen taxation in the main weapons-producing 
nations (CAAT, 2014). There is a potential “peace dividend” that could result from the trans-
fer of resources from military to civilian use, particularly at the present time when resources 
are needed for combatting urgent issues such as poverty and climate change. For example, 
DiGiovanna and Markusen  (2003), drawing on studies of defence sectors from around the 
world, noted that the allocation of resources to maintain these industries in many cases came 
at the expense of addressing other essential civilian development needs, including social 
services, education, and public infrastructure. In a more recent study, de Groot et al. (2022) 
found that if there had been no violent conflict in the world since 1970, the level of global 
GDP in 2014 would have been, on average, 12% higher.

Historically, defence diversification has found favor or met with resistance from various groups 
and for different reasons over time. In the 20th century, defence was closely intertwined with for-
eign policy goals, such as deterring the Soviet Union and strengthening NATO (McLoughlin, 2022). 
This led to a close relationship between the defence sector and the governments in both the UK 
and the US. During the Cold War, a coalition consisting of businesses, politicians, and trade 
unionists ensured a steady supply of military orders that maintained employment (Brenes, 2020). 
Both in the UK and the US, the Cold War defence economy played a crucial role in sustaining 
employment, particularly in declining sectors like shipbuilding (Hartley, 1996). Defence became 
an integral part of wider economic and industrial strategies for “New Deal” liberals in the US 
(Brenes, 2020) and social democrats in the UK (McLoughlin, 2022).

However, calls for diversification of the defence sector go back to the 1920s. Attempts to di-
versify defence include:

• The Barrow Alternative Employment Committee (Schofield, 2007)
• The Lucas Aerospace Plan in the 1970s (Salisbury, 2021)
• Vickers 1920s and 1970s (Benyon & Wainwright, 1979; Unite, 2016)
• Prior UK Defence Diversification Agency set up in 1999 (Spinardi, 2000)
• The United States Defense Industry Adjustment program (OEA, 2015, 2021; OLDCC, 2022)
• The US 1988 Base Realignment and Closure (BRAC) Act (Unite, 2016)
• IRI in Italy 1990s (Felice, 2010)
• Bremen Industrial Defence Conversion Program (CP) 1980 (NET, 2018)
• Estonian shipyards 1990s (NET, 2018)

One of the best-known attempts at diversification was the proposals put forward by the work-
ers at Lucas Aerospace and Vickers, though their ideas for “socially useful production” were 
not taken forward because of resistance from management (Wainwright & Elliott, 1982). Also 
significant, in the UK, the left wing of the Labor Party set up a defence study group in 1974, pub-
lishing Sense about Defence (Labour Party, 1977). Although it was rejected by the then Labour 
government, it was the most comprehensive statement on defence diversification in the UK up 
until that point. It included a list of alternative technologies that defence workers would have 
relevant expertise in, from renewable energy to civilian transport (McLoughlin, 2022; Mort & 
Spinardi, 2004).
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In the US, President Eisenhower's 1961 “military-industrial complex” speech sparked ac-
ademic and political interest in the influence of the international defence industry. From the 
mid-1960s through the 1990s, a number of academics studied the military–industrial com-
plex and diversification issues (e.g., Bishop,  1995; Chin,  2004; Chan, 1965; Dankanyin,  1994; 
Melman, 1964; Powers & Markusen, 1999; Shenhar et al., 1998; Southwood, 1991). For example, 
Melman (1964) argued for transferring the resources used for subsidizing weapons manufacture 
to civilian industries.

By the end of the Cold War, many defence companies, which had heavily relied on state con-
tracts, were ill-prepared to adapt to peacetime opportunities (Southwood, 1991). Despite privat-
ization in the 1980s, the defence industry in the UK continued to rely on state support, with the 
government absorbing significant cost overruns and delays (Jones, 2018). In the face of dwin-
dling jobs in the sector, a number of studies from the 1990s considered how defence companies 
could diversify (e.g., Bishop, 1995; Dankanyin, 1994; Shenhar et al., 1998). They noted that de-
fence workers who were laid off often did not get the support to make satisfactory job and career 
changes where they could use their skills and receive equivalent pay and conditions. The defence 
sector's complex mix of business, politics, and trade unions made it challenging to enact diversi-
fication reforms (Chin, 2004). While US President Bill Clinton vowed in 1992 that the nation was 
poised to cash in on a “peace dividend,” there was strong resistance to military downsizing from 
key Pentagon officials, defence business leaders, some members of Congress, and parts of the 
labor movement (Chan, 1995; Powers & Markusen, 1999). The “peace dividend” did not live up 
to its promise, withering in the late 1990s as defence budgets began to soar. The most important 
defect in the efforts to build a peaceful economy was the failure to reinvest sufficient defence 
savings in big projects to create what economists call “demand-pull” to new alternative markets 
in the civilian sector. In the US, 85% of the defence savings went instead to deficit reduction 
(Bischak, 1997).

Recently, in the UK, networks called for a new government Defence Diversification Agency 
(DDA) that could provide coordination, assistance and funding to diversify to green jobs (e.g., 
New Lucas Plan, 2016). This agency would “help to repurpose workers' jobs which are threatened 
by any downturn in military contracts,” and the key industries which could fulfill this role would 
include wind energy, marine energy, and energy-efficient/renewable energy powered shipping 
(New Lucas Plan, 2016: np). The New Lucas Plan emphasizes that “The role of the DDA would 
not simply be to assist Defence manufacturers to find civilian markets for their products” be-
cause “Experience has shown that it is often expensive and unproductive, and the Defence indus-
try often abandons such work when there is a prospect of future upturns in military contracts” 
(New Lucas Plan, 2016: np). Some UK NGOs and trade unions have joined this call, for example, 
NFLA (2019) and CAAT (2020). They propose that there should be a UK Just Transition/Defence 
Diversification Agency with aims to move defence workers to alternative industrial sectors that 
provide clear social or environmental benefits (CAAT, 2020). In 2017, the Trade Union Congress 
(TUC) called for a Shadow Defence Diversification Agency, stating that the first task of this 
agency would be to “engage with plant representatives, trade unions representing workers in the 
defence industry and local authorities, to discuss their needs, capacities and listen to their ideas” 
(TUC, 2017: 1). However, more recently, the TUC voted by a very narrow majority to support 
increased arms spending (TUC, 2022). The vote took place in the context of plans to increase gov-
ernment arms spending at the same time as cutting pensions and welfare (Nineham, 2022). The 
debate discussed the need to protect jobs, though a speaker from the National Education Union 
argued, “Yesterday we passed a motion on a Just Transition. This is what we should fight for. That 
is a solution to these high-skilled jobs in Barrow and Derby and elsewhere, not investment in 
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pointless, unproductive, murderous weapons” (in Chacko, 2022 np). The Unite union, which had 
previously backed diversification of the defence sector (e.g., see Unite, 2016), supported the mo-
tion but with reservations, stating “we need the tools to defend Britain” (in Bates, 2022). Given 
that UK society is highly militarized (see, e.g., Kelly, 2020; Smart, 2016) and, in the context of 
ongoing requests from Ukraine for more weapons, the dominant discourse currently is for in-
creased defence spending to counter external threats and the vote may reflect that.

Overall, the history and efforts to diversify the defence industry demonstrate the complexities 
and challenges involved in transitioning from a defence-focused economy to a more diversified 
one. While there have been many studies on diversification, very few involve discussions with 
defence sector workers. There has particularly been little recent exploration of the views of de-
fence workers and virtually no studies involving workers across a range of defence industries, 
companies, and skill sectors. This paper addresses this deficit offering a number of insights into 
defence workers hopes, concerns, and ideas on defence diversification.

METHOD

The project was based on a workers' enquiry, a method that facilitates workers to consider and 
articulate their situation in the productive process (Brown & Quan-Haase, 2012). We spoke to 
prior and current defence sector workers (aged 18+) about a range of topics related to transition-
ing the defence sector toward sustainability, including decarbonization, diversification, and just 
transition. However, as outlined earlier, in this paper, we focus on what they said in relation to 
diversification.

The investigation used triangulated data collection methods that included a literature review, 
document analysis, semi-structured interviews with defence sector workers, and focus group 
interviews with defence sector worker representatives and other relevant “experts”. However, for 
the purposes of this paper, the document analysis and “expert” extracts are omitted so as to focus 
on the workers' and their unions' comments. The literature review was based on articles from 
academic databases (e.g., Scopus), reference lists, library searches, gray literature, and internet 
search engines.

We defined "defence sector workers" as people who currently work, or previously worked, 
in the defence sector or for a company that supplies the defence sector, including the military 
and civil service. We aimed to recruit a diversity of workers with a wide range of perspectives 
and backgrounds. In order to recruit, we approached more than 200 organizations including 
defence companies; the main trade unions that cover the defence sector in each country; defence 
interest groups, such as US Military, US Airforce, Defence Forum, and Defence and Security 
Portal Facebook groups; veteran organizations, including Veterans for Peace in the US and UK 
and AMVETS (American Veterans); and community-based environmental groups. A total of 58 
workers were interviewed individually, 30 in the UK and 28 in the US, mostly online or by tele-
phone due to Covid restrictions. The backgrounds and sectors of the interviewees ranged across 
military, engineering, administration, manufacturing, IT, services, and design, at all levels, but 
primarily nonmanagerial.

The semi-structured interviews lasted for up to one hour and included questions such as:

• Are you aware of any policies or plans for diversification that might apply to your type of 
work?
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• Have you ever been asked, either formally or informally, what you think about these policies or 
plans?

• How do you think these policies or plans will impact yourself/your family/your workplace/
your community?

During the interviews, we asked a number of key questions but added further questions as 
needed, pursuing a semi-structured approach that allowed for “probing” and following unantic-
ipated themes (Fielding, 1993; Moser & Kalton, 1985). For transparency, all the particular ques-
tions can be seen in the publicly available transcripts via the online repository. The interviews 
were between 25 and 70 minutes in length.

The study also included two online international focus group discussions. The groups in-
cluded defence company sustainability managers, relevant government officials, and worker 
representatives of local, national, and international trade unions. In this paper, we only dis-
cuss the opinions of the worker representatives so that we can highlight the worker voice on 
diversification which has been somewhat missing. In order to analyze the focus groups and 
interviews, we used the Framework Method (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). This entails using induc-
tive and deductive themes from the literature and the research data. The data were managed 
using NVivo software. The interviews and focus groups, which took place between November 
2021 and mid-February 2022, continued until the researchers felt that the study had reached the 
point of “data saturation.” Further information on the wider views and aspects of decarbonizing 
defence and a just transition can be found in the published reports and the publicly available 
data set (see www. decar bonis ing- defen ce. co. uk and the UK Data Archive Data Catalogue, under 
“Data Collection #855918”).

Diversification of defence is very contentious and this makes it particularly important to con-
sider the validity and reliability of the findings. The sample and context are very important for 
credible research.  In order to enhance this, we were as ‘reflexive’ as possible throughout the 
research; we made the process as transparent as possible, given confidentiality requirements; we 
collected as much data as possible; we used triangulated methodology to cross check findings;  
and we checked our interpretations with research participants, as much as possible. We were not 
aiming to be “value free” in this study but rather to be “engaged.” However, we wished to produce 
reliable research by being aware of our subjective position at all times while attempting to see 
beyond it, as “reflexive” (Kincheloe & McLaren, 2000) researchers who acknowledge our own 
assumptions, values, and ideologies.

Given that this is a qualitative investigation, the sample is small and so we are not able to 
generalize about defence sector workers overall in the US and the UK. However, we have been 
able to gain insights and understanding about the range of perspectives and the hopes, concerns, 
and ideas associated with potential arms conversion. Moreover, the discussions help to illustrate 
the debates that are also found in the academic literature and reports on diversifying defence. By 
triangulating the findings with these other sources, we have a stronger basis for proposing some 
recommendations for consideration.

INTERVIEWS

In the following sections, the worker names and details have been anonymized. They are re-
ferred to only in terms of the nation they currently inhabit (i.e., US and UK) and an ID num-
ber, with gender and occupational role in relation to defence added for the quotes only. Most 
of the workers interviewed had not heard of the term diversification before being approached 
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about the study (e.g., UK005, UK008, US013, US021). Those who did understand the term 
(e.g., US001, US009, US011, US017) had a range of interpretations. When given our working 
definition, they put forward a range of opinions in relation to whether they felt positively or 
negatively about the idea. Many were interested in considering how military products might 
have a civil application; some thought it would be a good idea but would be difficult to im-
plement; and others were completely opposed to any movement away from military to civil 
production.

Some of those who said they supported diversification saw this only in terms of broadening 
defence company business to encompass civil. They felt that diversifying would offer greater 
employment security and business stability, likely enhancing innovation and business opportu-
nities, as illustrated in the following comments:

I think it probably goes back to that “spreading the risk” so, if we take an organisa-
tion in the supply chain, is it sensible for them to invest in other, or try and bid for, 
other work that isn't defence related? I think that's probably a good decision. You 
don't want to put your eggs in one basket. 

(UK018: male, white, current defence manufacturing)

[T]here's the benefit that, if they diversify, they're not going to be dependent only on 
government funding. With different administrations funding gets either cut or they 
get increased so they're not going to be totally dependent on that. 

(US023: male, Latin American, current defence manufacturing)

Those who were interested in diversification only for the sake of the greater economic secu-
rity of the defence industry were, naturally, opposed to any scaling back of military production. 
However, some of the other workers favored initiatives to impose some limits on arms produc-
tion and sales as exemplified in the following comments:

Do we really need any more weapons? I don't think I can answer that…I think we do 
need, given the current state of play with the world, I think we do need some kind of 
defence but, in the same token, are we producing too much? 

(UK005: female, white, current government defenc service)

[D]o we really need to update all our ICBMs [Inter-Continental Ballistic Missiles]? 
Don't we have enough to blow up the world three times over, or five times over? 
Why don't we take those resources and use them someplace else where they really 
should be? 

(US008: male, white, ex-military)

Those who supported diversification among the interviewees spoke about how the money cur-
rently spent on defence could be repurposed to meet social needs, in line with the arguments of 
“peace dividend” proponents. They also tended to believe that other means of dealing with con-
flict would be more effective, as well as less socially and environmentally harmful than military 
means, as illustrated in the following statements:

So, if we weren't spending as much [on defence] or if we were taking that money and 
putting it towards social needs, those could have a great impact on the quality of life 
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for most Americans in terms of stuff like national healthcare and a lot of the safety 
net things that, say, most countries in Europe take for granted because they don't 
spend as much money on weaponry as we do. 

(US011: male, white, current defence manufacturing)

[T]he biggest one is the amount of resources that are taken up, like 40% of the discre-
tionary budget of the US is military…taking up enormous amounts of resources that 
could be transferred to mitigating the causes of war. 

(UK019: male, white, ex-military, current defence manufacturing)

Some of the more critical views of the defence sector were put forward by ex-workers, particularly 
ex-military. However, some current workers expressed similar opinions. A few of those currently 
working in the defence sector said that they felt guilty and/or uncomfortable about their work 
and would welcome the opportunity to transition into civil roles, as in the following statements:

I'd certainly do a greener job if the money was right and it's in an area where I could 
actually assist and use my expertise or skills. 

(UK010: male, white, current government defence service)

I am uncomfortable working in the defence industry at large so I am looking to make 
that move already because I'd rather be working for a business that's good for the planet. 

(UK022: male, white, current defence manufacturing)

I'm in a weird place because my politics don't really line up with the work that I do 
and so, on the one hand, I am really grateful that I have such a secure job in a secure 
industry but, on the other hand, it would be wonderful if my job didn't necessarily 
have to exist. 

(US015: male, white, current defence manufacturing)

I guess, it's funny because one of the reasons that I didn't wanna come to work at 
[ANONYMISED defence company] was because of the defence industry. I didn't 
wanna work in a factory and I didn't wanna work in something that supported making 
machines of war. Obviously, over time that's worn away but I've always said to people 
here that if something happened and we didn't have to have war anymore and we 
didn't have to make, you know, military engines and, you know, that kind of thing, I 
would be happy to lose this job and find another. And, if it was in a renewable resource, 
research or job, that would be fantastic.…I would feel better about my life if I did that.… 
I feel that it's important that I do my job properly in order to keep people safe….Would 
I prefer to do something that was more relevant for the world? Absolutely! 

(US013: female, white, current defence manufacturing union leader)

Some of the workers interviewed were, however, very averse to the idea of diversifying the de-
fence sector. They argued that this sector is essential for responding to known and, as yet, un-
known, threats, as in the following comments:

I think it's [diversification is] irrelevant to the defence sector and counterproduc-
tive to the entire reason of defence. The entire reason of defence is to protect the 
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nation. We can't do that without the tools necessary to do that job…. Moving away 
from funding the military or the defence sector to making the defence sector pro-
duce directly for civilians will then no longer be the defence sector…if we diversified 
from defence…we would basically have no defence. We would lose our capabilities 
in order to defend ourselves and our interests both at home and abroad. That would, 
basically, not only render the nation mute but it would make them vulnerable to 
attacks that go on on a day-to-day basis, both in the cyber infrastructure and on the 
ground when we're trying to protect our interests. 

(UK002: male, white, current government defence service)

We do need a defence force in this country—there's no two ways around it. Every 
country does, but there's plenty of other areas, I think, where skills could be reused 
to support those green jobs—I don't think we need to be taking them from defence. 

(UK030: male, white, current defence manufacturing)

[A] strong defence is what you have to have in order to show the world that you can 
take them on, and the United States…some people would like to call it “the protectors 
of the world”.… 

(US007: female, white, current defence manufacturing)

A few of the workers argued that defence sector technologies would be inappropriate for diversi-
fication because the technologies are overly complex for civil use, as discussed here:

[T]here wouldn't necessarily be a sensible civilian use for some of the equipment. It's 
overly complex for civilian needs so the cost of the equipment to pay for the devel-
opment and testing would be prohibitively expensive for its – to make it financially 
viable for roll out into other industries….

(UK010: male, white, current government defence service)

In the same vein, a few of the interviewees considered that diversification of the defence sector 
would not be workable because defence has high standards that would make transitioning to 
civil uneconomic, as discussed here:

[W]e are inclined in our industry to understand that we're not making cars, we're 
not making toaster ovens, we're not making washing machines. The products we 
make people's lives depend on, they have to work every time they're used, every time 
they're used, no exceptions…; it has to work no matter what. So the quality of what 
we produce is very, very good, but it comes at a very high cost ….

(US014: male, white, current defence manufacturing union leader)

Their defence and commercial are not the same. One is basically, you're working 
at…speed and, when you're working in defence, it's more you're pushing quality a 
lot harder. Their emphasis is on quality —making sure that it's right. Making sure 
that you're not putting soldiers' lives in danger. With commercial, I would say that 
management's focus is on “We have planes on the ground, there's customers waiting 
for them, and we need to get this out right now.” 

(US023: male, Latin American, current defence manufacturing)
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Another key barrier to diversification, it was proposed, was the defense workers themselves, 
who tended to be quite satisfied with their current jobs. In general, the workers we interviewed 
tended to express significant job satisfaction, primarily as a result of enjoying working with col-
leagues (e.g., US012); feeling they are doing something worthwhile (e.g., UK007); having auton-
omy (e.g., UK009); variety in the work (e.g., UK010); opportunities to learn on an ongoing basis 
(UK008); using and developing their skills (US025); and the relatively good pay, conditions, and 
job security (US015). For some, this level of job satisfaction was seen to be a barrier to diversifica-
tion as civil jobs, including “green jobs,” tended to be seen as less attractive in these respects as 
US015 discusses here:

I think that's part of the hesitation in transitioning, because these jobs are so good 
and secure and they pay well and especially the ones that are protected through col-
lective bargaining. I mean, this is a job for life and, in the civilian sector…it's impos-
sible to find anything like that. So I think that's the major stumbling block towards 
a transition, in my experience. Most of the people who work in these types of fields, 
one of the major motivating factors is just it's such a good job and why would I want 
to go and work for a [ANONYMISED]…and I could get fired at any moment? Why 
would I want to leave for that? Even if I would rather be doing something that there 
is more of a public good involved, people aren't as selfless as they would need to be 
to just walk away from this. 

(US015: male, white, current defence manufacturing)

In particular, it was emphasized that, for some, the high wages associated with the defence sector 
would be a barrier to arms conversion:

[D]efence workers get paid high wages, we get paid high wages because the work is 
very sophisticated and difficult to do, so if everybody goes from making an engine 
for the Joint Strike Fighter to making toasters, well toasters just don't bring the same 
price, so what's the impact on wages of that? There has to be some kind of figuring 
out of that part of it. 

(US011: male, white, current defence manufacturing)

Some of the interviewees discussed the importance of worker identity in relation to the defence 
sector, including their sense of belonging and pride in being part of the defence workforce. They 
felt that when workers were approached to engage in this conversation, the discussion would 
have to take this into account, as in the following comments:

[P]eople there are extremely proud of that product which they fully know is the 
most technically complicated and advanced manufacturing product ever made, even 
more than a rocket. So, they had that pride and by telling them that they're making 
weapons of war really, you know, insulting them, isn't really the way to go at this. 
But, beyond the pride, they have pride in their skill and they all want to make good 
things. It becomes more complicated when you go to defence workers and you say, 
“well we're going to cut out these weapons because we need more nurses and teach-
ers and we need more highways” or something, because we're not nurses and teach-
ers or construction workers. 

(US011: male, white, current defence manufacturing)
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I thought that, all the industries I've been in, I've changed into somebody who thinks 
within the industry and not outside it. It's very easy to do that, I think. You become 
one of a team that goes “well, this is what we do” and, if you if you speak out against 
it, you're sort of out, really…it's like coming out, actually…saying war is wrong and 
yet you're a soldier, how come you're not loyal to the regimental loyalty…there's a sort 
of soldier worship we have in this country I think where, you know, people die in 
combat and the combat's the reason for when everything else cannot be questioned 
because people have died…and so it makes it very difficult to criticise the military 
when it's all bound up in this enormous sort of pride. 

(UK019: male, white, ex-military, current defence manufacturing)

Some of the workers interviewed felt that the defence industry is constrained by economic 
imperatives, including the vested interests in maintaining and growing the sector and some 
perverse incentives within the system, as discussed in the following excerpts:

[D]efence is easy money for companies and doing anything else is risk…it comes 
down to the money thing and the incentives. So if the country and the gov-
ernment wants the defence industry to diversify, there needs to be incentives 
that minimise the risk for them to do that so, whether that's funding support, 
whatever, that needs to be there …the defence industry, from my point of view, 
is essentially a magic money tree. There is always money available no matter 
what…they almost need to be made less dependent on that to make them do 
other things…I don't think it's a priority for the defence sector because I think it 
is more lucrative to be in the defence sector and be paid public money to develop 
defence products than it is to be in private sector and take the risk with no guar-
anteed return. 

(UK022: male, white, current defence manufacturing)

[D]efence work is essentially state run. It's a state-run industry and the majority of 
the funding is through the taxpayer. So, for the defence industry to branch out, you'd 
probably have to have an equal amount of investment from state governments to 
justify it. …the private sector is so focused on short term reward that they're not really 
going to be interested in putting in the type of investment it would take to transition 
entire sectors into something out of the defence industry.…they don't care where 
their money comes from as long as they make their money. So, if they can see the 
same type of profit margin through renewable energy then maybe they will invest 
as much in that as they have in aviation in the past, but the problem is with defence 
work it's kind of like a blank cheque. 

(US015: male, white, current defence manufacturing)

The point that defence is very profitable was reiterated many times, with some considering that 
its profitably is, perhaps a drive for war, as emphasized in these comments, for example:

[I]t's a very lucrative business for a start. I mean, I think when you have a permanent 
arms industry that has to make lots of money and sell arms then you're going to have 
a dynamic to fight wars. 

(UK019: male, white, ex-military, current defence manufacturing)
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[T]here's people who live off war and war based industries and you would have to 
overcome that barrier.…If you can convince them, I think, that they could make 
as much money in another field, that would be the barrier that would have to be 
broken. 

(US013: female, white, current defence manufacturing union leader)

Some saw the power of the defense sector, the associated lobbying, as a barrier to diversifica-
tion. This was particularly a view of the US interviewees, as is exemplified in the following 
excerpts:

Well, the major barrier is this, for Trident, the only reason they have got it – they 
can't use it because if they used it, you would be talking the annihilation of civilisa-
tion – the only reason they have got it is to keep a seat at the top table of the Security 
Council at the UN and it's a political thing. It's no’ really a defence weapon, it's a 
macho thing. Britain is still the imperial power or it thinks it is.…

(UK020: male, white, ex-military)

I always revert back to lobbyists because they're the ones controlling our politicians. 
If we can somehow take the money out of the voting system in the States, then we'll 
take the power away from lobbyists.… We're under the guise of a lot of propaganda, 
unfortunately.…if the lobbyists are still there to control the policy, they [the govern-
ment] realistically won't do it. 

(US019: male, black, ex-military)

They donate to the parties, and also to the congressmen and senators themselves, 
and a lot of times they don't have to reveal those sources of where that money comes 
from, so there's a lot of dark money involved. There's so many ways of covering up 
what the sources are, or just hiding it, and they do their bidding. 

(US006: male, white, ex-military)

A common argument that there will always be someone willing to sell weapons, even if the UK 
or the US reduced its defence production, was also put forward, as implied here:

If there's one thing that I have seen over my years, someone is always going to want 
a bigger stick and when there's a demand for sticks someone's going to start selling 
them. I'd like it not to be the case but, unfortunately, that's what it is. I don't think it's 
[diversification is] achievable, not at this point anyway. 

(UK010: male, white, current government defence service)

Yet, some of those interviewed expressed a perception that the COVID-19 pandemic had engen-
dered more support for arms conversion as people had begun to reassess their values and priori-
ties (e.g., US004). It was also proposed that the chaotic withdrawal from Afghanistan and the 
discussion of the aftermath of occupation had embedded the view that “billions of dollars were 
spent to no good point” (US004) and this may have increased a desire for military conversion 
among the public.

While the workers detailed their hopes and concerns regarding diversification, they 
also put forward a number of ideas as to how to overcome the apparent barriers. Some 
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emphasized that since the defence sector is usually more profitable and well resourced than 
civil production, diversification would require government incentives to motivate the rele-
vant companies:

I guess if defence companies are finding that they're earning sufficient profit from 
just focusing on defence sales and defence technology then they're not, sort of, forced 
to change and look at other opportunities. Again, I suppose it's about incentivising 
companies to do that. I think there are probably lots of opportunities but they're not 
being pursued at the moment. 

(UK007: female, white, current defence civil service)

We just need to reallocate our budget. Instead of investing in the same technology 
from [ANONYMISED]—or whoever you want to name in terms of the equipment 
we're using—we need to allocate it towards renewable resources, possibly even turn-
ing down our engagements in conflicts around the world. 

(US019: male, black, ex-military)

Others felt that more regulation would be required to achieve diversification of this sector, as 
emphasized in the following comments:

I think what would make a difference is if Congress, or different countries around 
the world…the ones that control the purse strings, made it a requirement that a cer-
tain percentage of the money that's spent [on defence] has some [requirement to 
develop] some of these greener technologies to move away from fossil fuels.…if they 
put a priority and said, “In order to get this amount of money you need to build these 
green products.”

(US022: male, white, current defence manufacturing)

Some of those interviewed emphasized the importance of collective organizing via the trade un-
ions as a way of creating improvements in the workplace but also in the wider society, as US015 
emphasizes in this comment:

I just really want to stress that organised labour, I think, is the most powerful tool 
when it comes to shifting economies and industries and even politics. And so, in 
some ways, it's easy to be very pessimistic about the last several years but one thing 
that I am really optimistic about is just how angry workers are right now and how 
much more power they seem to have than they ever had before. 

(US015: male, white, current defence manufacturing)

Changing government approaches to foreign policy was also considered important by some of 
the interviewees. They highlighted the necessity to think beyond military security toward more 
fundamental human security, particularly given the climate and environmental crises, as US019 
discusses here:

There are drawbacks in wars. Let's end wars. Let's stop selling weapons, especially 
machinery that requires fossil fuels.…Let's reallocate that budget towards renewable 
and sustainable ways of living and I guess more ethical. I'm a very young person. 
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I'm only 28.… Coming to terms with the reality that I'm born into and now having a 
son—and you're aware of where we could have been and that we had the technology 
to live in a different existence—it's kind of depressing. It's hard to swallow. We could 
do better. 

(US019: male, black, ex-military)

However, others strongly felt that the defence sector was needed to achieve human security, al-
lowing for diplomatic progress, as US023 argues in this excerpt:

I don't think that there can be diplomacy without weapons. For example, if North 
Korea didn't have an atomic bomb the US wouldn't have diplomacy with them, 
they just wouldn't care about them. You know what, you don't have a bomb, I 
don't really have to bother with you, but the fact that they have an atomic bomb 
is where the US has to be at the table with them and has to be diplomatic with 
them so, even though a county can choose to not use weapons, you have to have 
defence…. You have to have a form of defending yourself or else you have no say 
in diplomacy. 

(US023: male, Latin American, current defence manufacturing)

While there were varying discourses, the ideas that the workers had for diversification were 
sometimes quite challenging for the defence industry as they would impact the industry's profit 
and power. Most of these issues were also discussed by the trade union representatives as dis-
cussed in the next section.

FOCUS GROUPS

The focus groups included representatives from defence companies, national government, aca-
demics, NGOs, and trade unionists. Here, we examine only the latter as we wish to highlight the 
perspectives of defence sector workers, including their representatives. The trade union repre-
sentatives all supported some form of diversification. Several considered that a shift is required 
toward an industrial policy that focuses on climate change as the key national security threat. 
These trade union representatives, as with the workers interviewed, questioned the resources 
used highlighting that the funds spent on the military might more usefully be used for addressing 
social and environmental challenges, especially in the face of climate change. One of the repre-
sentatives said, for example:

[I]f we consider the investments that are going into the defence sector side, 
broadly into nuclear weapons and Trident renewal, for example, and what is the 
basis for real human security, which is dealing with the climate challenge, which 
we've got such a short time frame now to really make progress…if you look at the 
Integrated Strategic Review and how Boris Johnson has positioned global Britain 
in the world and it's very much an imperialist and colonialist position that it's 
going to be back with greater investments in the defence sector and in arms and 
militarisation. The biggest increase in the defence budget for 70 years. Increase in 
nuclear war heads. I think that's a threat for all of us, and that's a threat for global 
security as well.
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Numerous current   concerns facing the workforce were discussed. These included: Firstly, 
pay. While usually better in the defence than in the “green” sector or other manufacturing 
work, pay is still trailing inflation for some workers. Secondly is attachment to jobs. As the 
workers discussed, many are very proud of helping with the defence of their country, though 
the point was also made that they would be proud of undertaking any work that was skilled, 
interesting, and of social value. Thirdly, doubts that the high standards of quality required in 
their work might not translate well to the civil sector. Finally, misgivings that workers would 
be expected to simply trust that they would get a good job at the end of the process of transi-
tion. Many of these points are captured in this excerpt from one of the United States union 
representatives:

The pay is usually better in the defence sector because it's more highly skilled work 
…I guess the members take a certain pride in helping with the defence of the coun-
try but, on the other hand, I think they just want to build good products. We did a 
workshop on conversion at one of our locals and we said that maybe they won't be 
building the same stuff and one of the members said, “Well, we can build anything. 
Just ask us what you need and we can do it”.…I think the main challenge comes 
down to that people don't really want to take a big hit in terms of their wages and 
benefits and their future security.

The trade unionists reflected on the Lucas Plan for diversification in the 1970s and how impor-
tant this was for raising the issue of workplace democracy, as discussed here:

[F]rom a union perspective, one of the other lessons of Lucas, obviously, is that it 
was actually somewhat about workers' control as well. I mean, the movement that 
it came out of, the movement that it generated, is about giving workers generally 
more of a say over what goes on with the work that they deliver.…we're [trade unions 
are] often characterised as an organisation which simply monitors the price, or ne-
gotiates over, the price of handing over our labour, whereas all of the traditions of 
working class apprenticeships and things like that in skilled jobs was that you were 
actually not just giving over some labour and skill…for which you wanted to be de-
cently rewarded, you actually wanted to have a role in determining what was done 
with that labour and those skills.

One of the local leaders of the Industrial Division of the Communications Workers of America 
(IUE-CWA) spoke about the resistance that some workers had, or would have to diversification, 
in the face of job security, stating:

[T]his [defence product] is, basically, what we're making around here. Because of 
NAFTA [North Atlantic Free Trade Agreement], because of free trade, and because 
of the lack of US industrial policy, we're lucky to have anything left. So the idea that 
we can go ahead and transition and be making something else when everything is 
going out the door for the past 30 years does not sit well with manufacturing workers. 
I mean, we know it's a lie. So, I think that trade agreements have to be addressed.

The trade union representatives argued that workers are not solely focused on their own jobs but 
also care about the wider issues pertaining to their work. A key message from the trade union 
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representatives was that social dialogue is important. Training is also crucial, as any diversifica-
tion will require upskilling for new jobs. It was felt that the process of transitioning would en-
hance greater workplace democracy.

The focus groups also discussed the link between the defence sector and colonialism, for ex-
ample, in relation to of the extraction of resources, testing of weapons, and the US bases deployed 
around the world. The point was also made that reducing the use of oil could automatically drive 
diversification because conflicts would be reduced. Hence, the trade union representatives reit-
erated the points made in the individual interviews across a number of drivers and barriers to 
diversification of the defence sector.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This paper gives an overview of the range of opinions on diversification among a group of de-
fence sector workers in the US and UK. Since it is a small, qualitative study we cannot general-
ize from the sample to all defence workers in the US, UK, or elsewhere. However, the project 
provides insights into their ideas and perspectives on diversification. This will be helpful to those 
campaigning for diversification or wishing to see less militarism.

While most of the workers interviewed had very little knowledge of the term “diversification” 
before taking part in the study, once explained, they tended to have quite strong views on the 
topic, broadly in terms of whether they were seeing it as a threat or an opportunity. Some argued 
for a scaling back of military production and operation and for a greater focus on “human secu-
rity” in foreign policy. Those who supported diversification often expressed uncomfortable feel-
ings about working in defence because of the harm caused, socially and environmentally. These 
welcomed a partial or total transition of the sector from defence to civil. For others, the defence 
sector was seen to be absolutely necessary for protecting citizens and preventing attacks from 
foreign powers. They saw it as necessary for freedom, democracy, and security.

The views were not entirely polarized as some workers had mixed and nuanced views. We 
cannot say how prevalent any of the positions are for the workforce as a whole in the US or the 
UK or globally. The recent TUC vote in the UK could indicate a narrow majority in favour of 
growth of the defence sector among UK workers (a minority of which are defence workers), 
though it should be noted that (a) the motion was a composite, mixed with a general argument 
for government support for UK manufacturing; (b) it was a card vote so most of the voters had 
not heard the debate in the room (TUC, 2022); and (c), it took place in the context of media and 
government depictions of the UK as under threat, using common arguments to justify militarism 
(Geis & Wagner, 2021) and increasing “everyday militarism” (PPU, 2022).

To find arguments for converting the defence sector among such a small sample could per-
haps indicate that they are not as unusual as might be thought. Follow-up surveys are recom-
mended, though these may be difficult to undertake given the secrecy requirements of the sector. 
It is clear that at least some of the workers are interested in the diversification of the sector, pro-
viding opportunities for peace activists to align with them. Also, some have analyses similar to 
that of “treadmill of destruction” theorists, linking the environmental damage of the military to 
capitalism. This provides opportunities for those opposed to the current economic system to link 
up with this strand of defence workers on joint campaigns.

For most, having a secure job was a key priority and some workers struggled to square this with 
their occupation. This fits with other research where jobs may not line up with the workers' personal 
values, often because their employment choices have been constrained by the availability of work. 
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For example, Levy and Egan (2003, 813) note that workers will have different perspectives, some 
self-contradictory, in part because of “the capacity of agents to comprehend social structures and 
effect change, while simultaneously being constructed and constrained by them.”

It should also be noted that the interviews and focus groups took place before the Russian 
armed intervention in Ukraine. Given that the UK and US are the largest providers of military 
equipment to Ukraine (Mills, 2023), defence budgets have been soaring over the last few years, 
and there is currently a dominant discourse to increase defence spending to counter external 
threats. However, diversification has been a priority at different phases of history over time and, 
if this pattern continues, it is likely that it will become a priority again. As the armed conflict in 
Ukraine becomes protracted, the tide of opinion on the wisdom of focussing on superior military 
might to bring peace may be changing. For example, the United Nation's recent policy announce-
ment of a New Agenda for Peace seems to take a different approach. This seeks to address the 
underlying drivers and systems of influence that are sustaining conflict and to develop a com-
prehensive approach to prevention, linking peace, sustainable development, climate action, and 
food security (UN, 2023).

The findings from the overall study conveyed a strong message that the workers desired inclu-
sion in the decision-making related to diversification. These workers had important insights into 
how the sector works and what might be needed to diversify. Yet, the workers interviewed had rarely 
been consulted on this issue. Given the range of views about diversification and the small sample 
of the participant cohort, recommendations based on the worker interviews can only be tentative. 
However, putting this data in the context of the other aspects of the study, including the advisory 
committee considerations, literature review, document analysis, and focus group dialogues with 
relevant international experts and worker leaders, we can more confidently offer the following 
recommendations for consideration. These all focus on greater discussion about this issue:

For companies:

• Set up structures and programs to include workers at all levels to discuss the possibilities and 
issues in relation to diversification planning and implementation.

For unions:

• Create more opportunities for education and dialogue around diversification with rank-and-
file defence workers.

For governments:

• Create a public dialogue on security policies and budgets. Is “peace through strength” what 
is really wanted? Or, does the public support a “human security” approach that addresses the 
global and national poverty, inequality, health and environmental crises to invest in the jobs 
that would address these?

For workers:

• Propose diversification education and dialogue in their own company and union.

These recommendations essentially require devolving more power to the defence workers. In 
general, most are interested in long-term public good, whether they consider this is best achieved 
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through increased diversification or resisting such a program. These objectives also sit alongside 
individual shorter-term considerations of job security, status, and pay. All can be achieved simul-
taneously but, inevitably, learning from previous attempts at diversification, efforts will need to 
be made to ensure replacement jobs are equally interesting, well paid, and secure so as to bring 
the workers real employment and production choices. This is best achieved by their involvement 
in the process.
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